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Preface

Many years ago, my wife suggested that we take a summer vacation by renting a cottage on the
east coast of the United States, somewhere close to the ocean. So I started looking for a cottage to
rent, trying various searches such as “cottage to rent Georgia” and “vacation homes Carolina.”

As I was going through this process, I noticed that quite a few sites returned by Yahoo! and
Google seemed to belong to the same company. Although the home pages were different, and the
marketing text and messages were completely different, all these related sites tended to offer the
same set of cottages, and the overall site flow and the look-up process was the same.

I concluded that this company probably set up a dozen sites to increase its footprint on the
Internet. In other words, the company wanted to make sure that its sites were easy to find and
showed up on search results more often than the competitors’ sites. If this was the intent, then cer-
tainly it worked. I found it quite time consuming to find other companies offering cottages for
rent on the east coast because I was stumbling onto this company with every other search result.

Because I had been involved in the business of commerce Web sites, I was very much
intrigued by this company’s approach. Presumably, it found that creating and maintaining mul-
tiple sites was worth the extra expense and administrative overhead due to the extra revenue that
the sites generated.

In the end, I did rent a cottage from one of this company’s ubiquitous sites. And certainly
we had no complaints. The cottage was lovely, in a beautiful neighborhood, and we had a won-
derful vacation.

Very soon after this experience, I took the position of solution architect at IBM’s® Web-
Sphere® Commerce product. It just so happened that several of IBM’s customers were realizing
that they had set up many sites, and their expenses were going through the roof. Other customers
had only a few sites but were looking for a way to grow their business and to set up many addi-
tional sites.
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The vacation home rental company that I had dealt with had what you might consider to be
an unusual business model. The companies that I encountered while working at IBM had differ-
ent business models; the common factor was that all of them really needed many sites, and all of
them needed to find an efficient way of creating and managing all the sites.

For a number of years, one of my main preoccupations in developing the product became
making sure that it could be used by such customers. We quickly evolved the concept of a multi-
site commerce platform, which would be the basis of a large company’s electronic commerce
sites.

The fundamental premise of this platform was that there is a pattern to the commerce
industry. Certainly, business can develop infinite variations, and each company has its own per-
sonality and its own culture. Every company had its reasons for the creation of multiple sites and
a business case regarding why this was necessary. However, we observed commonalites among
the many companies that we worked with. In other words, we observed several patterns of multi-
site commerce that could be used to classify most of the situations.

We therefore developed a set of methodologies and technologies to apply to these typical
patterns. The idea was that a generic platform, which encapsulates a set of common patterns,
could be used as the basis of development of a company’s solution. In other words, although we
couldn’t create an exact solution for every company’s needs, we could create a product that pro-
vided the basis for such a solution. A company could use this as a foundation for its commerce
business, saving tremendous money and effort by making use of the multisite infrastructure that
we had encapsulated in the product.

Our experience also showed that technology is not the only obstacle to multisite commerce.
Developing a single platform to be used by many divisions of a large company was as much of a
political and organizational problem as it was a technical challenge.

Getting the entire company to agree to a unified set of business processes is not an easy
task. Furthermore, managing this large project that spans the entire company—and dealing with a
multitude of constantly changing requirements—was even difficult for the most experienced
project managers. Many times we saw this effort fail, due to insufficient or incorrect governance
of the project, technology problems, or in some cases, sheer incompetence of the implementation
team. Again, a set of patterns emerged that were the best management practices for companies
that succeed in the undertaking to create a multisite commerce infrastructure.

Goals of the Book
I have realized that multisite commerce can be seen as a discipline in its own right. Much litera-
ture has been published about the field of electronic commerce, addressing the business and tech-
nical challenges of creating online commerce sites. However, I have not seen much information
or many publications about the issues and challenges encountered when dealing with multiple
sites. Yet my experience has shown that this field has challenges and peculiarities that are suffi-
ciently unique to distinguish it from the general study of online commerce.

xx Preface
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I have therefore set out to record the typical patterns that I have encountered and to share
the ideas that I have accumulated about achieving success with multisite commerce.

My goals with writing this book are two-fold. The first goal is to help readers learn the typ-
ical patterns of multisite commerce. This includes the business situations in which multiple com-
merce sites are necessary, as well as the business and technical requirements for effectively
managing multiple sites. My second goal is to propose a broad framework that makes the creation
and management of multiple sites easier.

My hope is that this book will help with the understanding of issues involved in multisite
commerce and will also help large organizations achieve success in their multisite business
strategy.

Structure of the Book
Normally, there are three different groups involved in a company, and they rarely understand each
other’s perspective. One group is the business managers and executives; their main concern is
with profit and loss, that is, the success of their business. The second group is project managers,
who are mostly worried about making sure that their project completes on time and within
budget. Finally, there are the technical experts, who get excited about cool technologies and inno-
vative ideas.

I wanted to make sure that the challenges and ideas of multisite commerce can be under-
stood by all these groups of people. After all, each one is necessary to ensuring the company’s
success! I therefore structured the book to have three parts, with each part addressing issues most
relevant to one of these groups.

Part I presents the business perspective. The fundamental questions it tries to answer are

Why do I need multiple sites?

Why is multisite commerce so hard?

What does it take to have multiple sites?

How can multisite commerce be made cheaper and easier?

What’s a multisite commerce platform?

Part II deals with the issues of implementation of multisite commerce from a project management
point of view. It discusses the project of creating a multisite commerce platform and deploying
the various sites on it. The typical questions that Part II is meant to answer are

How does a project to create a multisite platform form?

What are the traps and landmines that the project may encounter?

How do we maximize the chances of success?

How do we go about collecting requirements and dealing with contentions?

Preface xxi
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Who must be involved and who do we need to hire to maximize the chances of success?

How do we deal with changes and unexpected delays?

Part III looks at the problems posed by multisite commerce from a technical point of view. It dis-
cusses a number of technical ideas that make a shared commerce platform feasible. This part
answers such questions as

Is a multisite platform really possible?

To what degree can the sites that share the same platform retain their own personality?

What kind of technology is necessary to implement this platform?

What is data sharing architecture?

The book starts by presenting a set of typical scenarios in which multiple sites are necessary for a
company’s success in its commerce business. These scenarios are then used throughout the book
for examples and for justification of the ideas presented. The last chapter of the book presents
technical architecture patterns that could be used as the basis for implementing a platform for
each typical scenario.

My hope is that you will be able to identify with these patterns and will be able to benefit
from the discussion by applying the concepts to your particular scenario.

Business variation has no end, and I did focus the book on only the most common situa-
tions. It is therefore quite possible that your own business situation is entirely different and does
not fit into any of these patterns.

If, after reading Chapter, 1 you feel that your own situation does not fall into any of the pat-
terns, I still hope this book can be useful to you. My experience has shown that many of these
ideas are broadly applicable to many different situations. I therefore feel that, with a little bit of
imagination and thought, you will still find the ideas useful and applicable to your own scenario.

Who Should Read the Book
The ideas of this book are probably most applicable to large companies and organizations. The
reason is that the political and management challenges faced by a large corporation are inherently
very different from the environment in a relatively small company.

First, a large company has many different parts that tend to work independently of each
other. The creation of a new platform to serve all the sites is therefore fraught with countless chal-
lenges in working with all the players involved in this project. This issue of multiple players is
simply not present in smaller companies, where everyone knows each other.

Second, a large company typically requires more sites than a small company. Therefore, an
expensive multisite infrastructure would be more likely to be beneficial to a large company than
to a small company.

xxii Preface

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

Finally, a large company may be more willing to own its commerce infrastructure. Many of
the ideas presented in this book, especially the technical suggestions, assume that the company
owns the multisite platform instead of outsourcing it to third parties.

This then is the rule of thumb of the applicability of this book: If a company is willing to
own its commerce infrastructure, it will find this book useful. If, however, it would rather out-
source the commerce sites to a third-party provider, this book will have limited use.

I can think of four groups of readers who may find this book useful. The first group is made
up of the company leaders who are responsible for the creation and implementation of a com-
pany’s multisite strategy. Such people may be business and business managers, IT executives,
project managers, or technical architects.

The second group of readers is composed of other people who participate in multisite
projects. They could include business analysts, programmers and testers, line of business person-
nel, or IT consultants.

I am hoping that this book may find interest by those in academia as well. There has been
much research done in the area of electronic commerce; however, I feel that insufficient attention
has been paid to the need for multiple sites. This book can therefore serve as an introduction to
the discipline of multisite commerce.

Finally, this book may be of interest to anyone who is interested in the world of commerce
and technology. This book discusses quite a few business situations and scenarios, and presents
several ideas that have not been widely discussed in the past. If you are interested in learning
about the workings of companies and their commerce strategies, this book is for you.

How to Use the Book
I suggest that everyone should read Part I of this book. In the chapters in Part I, I set out the basic
problem and the key concepts that you must look at to understand multisite commerce.

Having read Part I, you can proceed to either Part II or Part III, depending on your interest.
If you are most interested in the project management and organizational aspects of this problem,
you will find Part II more relevant to your needs. If, however, your interests lie in the area of tech-
nology, and your main desire is to understand how a multisite platform would work, you should
read Part III.

However, I would like to add one observation. Even if your interests do not lie with tech-
nology, you may find that Part III is still useful to read. With such a large project, it is important
that everyone really has the same basic understanding of what has to be done.

I have therefore tried to write Part III in a way that is understandable even to relatively non-
technical readers. As long as you have a basic understanding of what a commerce Web site looks
like, you should be able to follow the discussion of the data sharing ideas in Part III. I suggest
that, after you read the concepts and see how they are put together into architecture patterns in the
last chapter, you will be better able to appreciate the overall structure of the multisite project.

Preface xxiii
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xxiv Preface

Terminology
The following are a few key terms used in the book:

commerce—The activity of buying or selling products.

Note: I avoided using the term eCommerce. The reason is that this term is gener-
ally limited to Web sites designed for direct sales on the Internet, whereas the
ideas in the book apply equally to sites designed for other activities, such as in-
store kiosks, call centers, or sites for partners and resellers. In many situations,
the concepts presented in this book have been proven useful in the wider world of
commerce and not just within the domain of electronic commerce.

commerce site—An online site dedicated to commerce activities, such as presenting
products and selling them to customers.

multisite commerce—Selling through many commerce sites.

commerce platform—An infrastructure, including the computers, software, and asso-
ciated technical and business processes, for operating a commerce site.

multisite commerce platform—A commerce platform that can be used for operating
multiple commerce sites.
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Introduction

In the world of large companies that sell through brick-and-mortar stores, having multiple loca-
tions is usually critical to the success of those businesses. The expectation is that if a store is suc-
cessful in one location, presumably a similar store will be just as successful in another location,
thereby increasing overall revenue and profit.

With online commerce, similar considerations apply, and it is common that a company may
want to create multiple sites to increase its revenue. Thanks to the creativity of human enterprise
and the diversity of business ideas, there is no end to scenarios that cause companies to create
multiple commerce sites. We have seen companies create sites targeted to different countries,
sites dedicated for business customers, and sites dedicated to particular consumers.

If you view the site of Ritz Interactive, Inc., at www.ritzinteractive.com, you will find that
this company owns a number of brands, such as Ritz Camera, Wolf Camera, CameraWorld,
Boaters World, and so on. Each of these brands has its own site and its own customer base.

The Jones Apparel Group (www.jonesapparel.com) owns a number of different brands,
such as AK Anne Klein, Nine West, Jones New York, and many others. Each brand in turn has its
own commerce site for presenting its products to consumers, such as www.anneklein.com,
www.ninewest.com, and www.jny.com.

Sony’s consumer site is branded under the name Sony Style. You will find Sony Style sites
for many countries, such as the United States at www.sonystyle.com, Canada at www.sonystyle.ca,
and France at www.sonystyle.fr.

Staples Inc. has a site for consumers at www.staples.com and a site for business customers
at www.stapleslink.com.

There is no end to these examples. In today’s corporate world, having multiple online com-
merce sites is no less important than having multiple branches of a retail outlet.
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This prevalent concept of creating multiple sites carries with it significant benefits, but also
significant costs. Experience shows that the challenges and opportunities of multiple sites are in
many ways different from the traditional challenges of creating a single commerce site.

If a company has already set up a single commerce site and now wants to create additional
sites, its past experience is often not sufficient to help it through the challenges of this process.
The creation of multiple sites presents new problems on the level of business and project manage-
ment, as well as with the underlying technology.

This book is therefore an exploration of the needs and challenges of multiple sites. In addi-
tion, the book offers approaches that may help companies achieve their multisite commerce
vision.

xxx Introduction
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PART I

Business Perspective—
Opportunities and
Challenges of Multisite
Commerce

Objective
Part I examines situations in which multiple sites are necessary and the challenges that these situ-
ations present. A shared platform used by all sites is proposed as a way to address many of the
challenges. The part also discusses the path to implementation of such a platform, as well as the
requirements.

Audience
The vast majority of the content in this part is nontechnical. Some amount of business experience,
as well as having purchased products on the Internet, would help in understanding this material.

Chapters of This Part

Chapter What the Chapter Covers

Chapter 1: Multisite Commerce Scenarios Why multiple sites are necessary.
What the most typical scenarios are where multiple 
sites are created.

Chapter 2: The Need for a Shared Platform Why it is difficult to create and manage multiple sites.
What a shared platform is and how it helps in 
managing multiple sites.

Chapter 3: Administration of Country Sites How you administer information on sites that use a
on a Shared Platform shared platform. (Uses country sites as examples.)

continues
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Chapter What the Chapter Covers

Chapter 4: Sharing and Caring How central and site-specific administrators must 
work together to manage a shared platform.
How to apply the general approaches to administration
of sites in several typical scenarios.

Chapter 5: When Sharing Works How you can tell whether attempting to create a shared
commerce platform is worthwhile and feasible.

Chapter 6: The Path to a Shared Platform How to proceed with a project for creating a shared 
platform.

Chapter 7: Cost Structure of Multiple Sites What the major components of the costs involved in 
creating a shared platform are.
How a shared platform would reduce costs when 
compared to independently managed sites.

Chapter 8: Fundamental Requirements for a What major features are necessary to make a 
Multisite Platform commerce platform suitable for creating multiple sites.

2 Business Perspective—Opportunities and Challenges of Multisite Commerce

continued
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C H A P T E R 1

Multisite Commerce 
Scenarios

Key Concepts:

Create multiple sites to fill essential needs of an online business

Create multiple sites for different scenarios; several typical scenarios have emerged

Customize such aspects as presentation, products catalog, pricing, marketing, and inventory of
each site

Observe that there are similarities among the different multisite scenarios

We begin our exploration of multisite commerce by investigating situations in which multiple
commerce sites are necessary. From a business point of view, such scenarios must be viewed
based on how critical multiple sites are to a company. In some cases, having multiple sites can
help a company improve its profits but is not critical to the business. On the other hand, in many
situations multiple sites are an essential part of a company’s commerce business.

For example, let’s imagine a company that has a profitable business selling kites. From a
marketing point of view, the company might generate additional revenue if it created sites tar-
geted to different kinds of needs. For example, it could create a site dedicated to kites suitable for
children, or a site for stunt kites dedicated to the enthusiasts in this field. However, each addi-
tional site would require additional effort to administer it, such as designing the site, creating the
content, and deciding which products it should have. Each site would also carry some cost. From
the company’s point of view, it is not clear that the benefits outweigh the expenses. Perhaps the
company’s owners are perfectly happy with their current business, and are not interested in the
additional costs and complexities, even if they could generate some extra income from extra sites.
Therefore, in this situation we would say that multisite commerce is either not necessary or at
least is not essential to the company’s online business.

By contrast, in many business scenarios, multiple sites are critical to successful online
commerce. For example, let’s say a company sells to both businesses and individual shoppers.
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Often the requirements of business purchasing are completely different from consumer shopping.
The checkout process, the presentation of products, and even the registration of customers are all
different in business-to-business situations (B2B), compared to business-to-consumer (B2C). If a
company insists on having a single site dedicated to both B2B and B2C markets, it is most
probable that either the consumers or the business customers, or both, will be faced with what
they view as an imperfect and difficult-to-use site. At the same time, presumably the competition
is not sleeping and is likely to create dedicated sites that make online shopping and business pur-
chasing as convenient as possible for all its customers. In this case, the company that insists on a
single site will likely lose its customers to the competition. Therefore, having multiple sites must
become an essential part of the online commerce strategy of this company.

Thanks to the creativity of human enterprise and the diversity of business ideas, there is no
end to scenarios that cause companies to create multiple commerce sites. It would therefore be
impossible to give an exhaustive list of all possible situations with multiple sites. However, in the
past several years, several common situations have emerged that involve the creation of multiple
commerce sites. In this chapter, we describe such common scenarios, focusing on the situations
in which having multiple sites is particularly important to the business.

Multiple Geographies
In today’s global economy, many companies sell in several countries, and frequently a multi-
national seller can have presence worldwide. Selling in more than one country presents challenges
that are difficult to meet with a single site because each country has unique market conditions, cul-
ture, and regulations. These country-specific conditions can affect not only the choice of products
and the pricing, but also other aspects such as the presentation of the site and advertising.

To give an example of this scenario, consider the well-known Swedish home products
retailer IKEA (www.ikea.com). This global retailer created sites for several dozen countries in
different parts of the world. Each country site is designed so that the language, currency, advertis-
ing, and even products all correspond to the country’s needs.

To appreciate the difficulties of serving multiple countries with a single site, we need to
explore this scenario in more detail and look at some of the typical aspects that distinguish coun-
try sites from each other.

Pricing
Let’s say that a seller wants to have worldwide presence. Even if the products sold in all the coun-
tries are the same, chances are that prices will be different. Price difference cannot be accounted
for by simply looking at currency fluctuations. For example, if the USA price is $19.99, and the
conversion rate to Canadian dollars is $1US = $1.22280CAN, by simple conversion the price
would end up at $24.44. However, it is unlikely that in Canada the product will be priced that
way, since this converted price looks uneven, ending with 44 cents rather than the usual 99 cents.
Also, the business would probably want some stability in pricing so that it does not change with

4 Chapter 1 Multisite Commerce Scenarios
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every currency fluctuation. The price also needs to reflect local costs. In this case, the Canadian
price might be $25.99, to make sure that the price is both stable and profitable in the Canadian
market.

Another factor that affects pricing is local competition. In our example, if this same product
has more competition in Great Britain, the price there might be significantly lower than in the
USA. So if the conversion rate is $1US=£0.5, the British price might be £8.89, which is less than
you would expect by simply looking at conversion rates.

Another interesting complexity can arise due to dif-
ferences in rounding rules. For example, in South Korea
the smallest common denomination of coins in circulation
is 10 won, so rounding is usually be done in increments of
10. This is different from North America and Europe,
where rounding is done to the nearest cent, which is one-
hundredth of the currency unit such as the dollar or the euro.

Taxes
In the United States, there is no federal sales tax (yet), but there are taxes imposed by individual
states and by counties. With 50 states and thousands of counties, tax rules are quite complex and
vary by such factors as where the product is shipped from, where it is going, and what kind of
product it is. In some cases there are additional fees, which are similar to taxes, imposed by local
governments, such as recycling or disposal fees. Fundamentally, however, taxes and fees can be
calculated and shown as an additional charge on top of the base price of the product.

In Canada, taxes are imposed by the national and provincial governments and are also cal-
culated as an additional charge for the product. Regulations require that each type of tax be
shown separately. Depending on province, the price of each item must show either the combined
added tax, or spell out the provincial and federal sales taxes separately.

All this is different from Europe, where the VAT tax is often figured into the price of the
product. In other words, the price displayed to the customer already includes the tax, and cus-
tomers are not explicitly informed as to the amount of the tax charged. Another variation is the
case in which taxes are not shown initially, but at the end of checkout they are shown on the final
order submission page.

Shipping
Typically on a site, buyers choose the shipping method that they want to use for the items they
buy. Depending on the item and the shipping method, the buyers might need to pay different ship-
ping charges.

Several shipping companies operate worldwide, such as UPS and Federal Express. Many
shipping providers are unique to their locations, such as each country’s national postal service.
For example, if you purchase from a USA-based site, you might be prompted to select either UPS

Multiple Geographies 5

Pricing of the same products is
likely to vary for different coun-
tries. This is due to local competi-
tion and market conditions, local
costs, and currency fluctuations.
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or the U.S. Postal Service as the shipping provider. If you purchase from the same company’s
Canadian site, the shipping options might also include UPS, in addition to Canada Post and
Purolator.

A seller might have a warehouse in one country that serves many other countries. In this
case, the shipping provider would not depend on the country of the site, but only on the location
of the warehouse. To make this situation more complicated, some providers might also drop-ship
their orders directly from their suppliers, while some locations allow B2B customers to pick up
items directly from the warehouse using their own trucks.

In other words, shipping rules can be quite complicated and are specific to the geography
where the selling company operates.

Even for the same products and the same shipping provider, each country can have differ-
ent shipping charges. For example, if a customer in England orders a product to ship to London,

the shipping charges are likely to be different than if a cus-
tomer orders the same product from the French site to ship
to Paris; and this would be true even if UPS delivery is
used for both purchases.

In addition, within each country there might be a
unique shipping tax that must also be calculated and pre-
sented to buyers on the seller’s site. Another aspect to con-
sider is customs regulations. For example, the site may
need to inform buyers of customs fees or duties that they
may be charged, and shipping delays that can occur due to
customs procedures.

Language
The most obvious difference in catalog display among different countries is language. In some
countries, all information on the site should be shown in a single language, such as French in
France or Japanese in Japan. In other countries, however, customers might need to choose their
language or preference. Examples of this are Canada, where sites often give a choice of French or
English, or Belgium, where Dutch and French are the languages that can be selected.

Even within what is described as a single language, there can be significant variations. In
many ways, U.S. English is different from UK English. A news headline such as “Lorry driver
forced into car boot” would sound incomprehensible and slightly funny to an American. An
English reader, however, would not be amused at all because this is a news story describing the
kidnapping of a poor truck driver who was stuffed into the trunk of a car.

Quebec French is distinct from French spoken in France. A classical example of the differ-
ence is within the name Office québécois de la langue française, which is the Quebec office of the
French language. To a Parisian, this name seems incongruent at best, because in France the word
office does not exist; the English office is normally translated as le bureau.

6 Chapter 1 Multisite Commerce Scenarios

Depending on company policies
and arrangements and also
depending on whether the seller
has a warehouse in the country,
the choice of shipping methods is
different for each country where
the company sells. Similarly, the
shipping charges are usually
dependent on the location where
the sale is made.
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Therefore, the text of the site must be localized, not
just for the language, but for the locality and culture
served by the site.

Products
Language is not the only thing that distinguishes product
catalogs in different countries. It is common that some
products are available only in restricted parts of the world and are not even shown in other coun-
tries. For example, Home Depot is unlikely to sell snow blowers in Florida, whereas this product
would be important in northern climates.

Product catalog differences can also happen due to companies rolling out products slowly
in different parts of the world, where some products are made available in various countries on a
different schedule. This difference is typical in the movie industry, for example, in which movies
are often released several months apart in different zones around the world.

Variations in products can also be due to local regulations. For example, in some states in
the United States, you can legally buy a radar detector that helps speeders avoid being caught by
police. In Canada, however, this product is illegal and
should not be shown on a commerce site. Similar restric-
tions can happen for political reasons, in which export reg-
ulations do not allow the company to sell certain products
in restricted countries.

Page Layout
Aside from product, language, and price differences, often the sites created for different countries
can look similar, with identical flow and page layout. However, there are also cultural differences
between different parts of the world that can cause country sites to have different layouts. For
example, in North America usually the home page of a site fits most of the information on one
screen, requiring little scrolling. The tendency is for customers to click on various links to browse
through the site to get to the products or the areas they are looking for. On the other hand, in
China you often find sites where the home page is long, so customers can find many products by
scrolling down the page. Customers can then use the browser search to find the product right on
the home page, without having to browse through several pages of the site.

Another consideration for page layout is that it must
be designed to suit the written form of the language. For
example, most Western European countries can use the
same page layout because their alphabets look similar.
However, the page layout must be adjusted in China or
Japan, where the characters are not alphabetic, and the
translations might not fit into the layout designed for use
with Latin-based languages that are written left-to-right.

Multiple Geographies 7

The product descriptions and
other text on the site must be in
the language appropriate to the
site’s customers. Localization
must take into account the culture
and the region served by the site. 

The products available for sale in
each country may vary, depend-
ing on the local needs and on
each country’s regulations.

Page layouts may need to differ
between countries, due to differ-
ences in the local culture and the
accepted conventions, as well as
due to the specifics of a country’s
language. 
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Legal Differences
You should not underestimate the impact of different regulations that countries have on the struc-
ture of sites within those countries. We mentioned one impact, which has to do with which prod-
ucts are allowed to be sold in each country. However, a multitude of other legal considerations
can affect the sites.

Privacy is one such consideration. Different countries have set up completely different pri-
vacy rules, potentially affecting such factors as how the company can make use of customer data
for its own advertising. In addition, most sites have a privacy statement that must reflect the regu-
lations of the country where the site operates.

For example, in the countries within the European Union, the privacy rules are governed by
the EU Directive on Data Protection. This directive governs the storage and processing of per-
sonal data, and the liabilities and sanctions that would be invoked if a European company does
not comply with the rules.

In the United States, on the other hand, privacy regulations are not nearly as universal with
some regulations coming from the federal government and some from individual states. In the
United States, more emphasis is on self-regulation, rather than on government-imposed enforce-
ment in Europe.

Companies in the United States that have commerce business in Europe are supposed to
become members of the Safe Harbor Framework, which is an agreement reached between the
European Union and the United States to make it easier for U.S. companies to do business in
Europe without having to deal with the full range of regulations in the Directive.

We thus see that depending on where the company is, and where it deploys its sites, it must
comply with a different set of privacy regulations.

Privacy and advertising rules are also related to spam regulations. Frequently, companies
would like to use customer profile data to send unsolicited e-mails to customers with advertise-
ments. Depending on regulations, and depending on how the e-mail addresses were collected,
such e-mail advertising can be illegal in one jurisdiction but legal elsewhere.

Another important difference is with regard to trade rules, such as shipping rules. In the
United States, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) publishes detailed rules on proper business
practices. For example, according to FTC rules, payment for an order can be collected only after
the order is shipped. Similarly, there are regulations on when to inform customers if their order is
late or if it is being cancelled. In other parts of the world, as in Europe, Japan, or China, these
rules can be different.

All these rules constantly change over time, and it is
very important for each country’s administrators to make
sure their sites comply with local regulations.

8 Chapter 1 Multisite Commerce Scenarios

A site must comply with the laws
and regulations of each country
and region that it serves. 
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Business Opportunities of Country Sites
With all these distinctions between countries, it is difficult to create a single site that can serve the
needs of all countries at once. It is much simpler to create multiple sites so that each site is
designed to satisfy the unique requirements of each region in the world.

Having distinct sites targeted at different countries
is not only easier to implement but can also create oppor-
tunities to grow the company’s worldwide revenue. It is
well known that people in different parts of the world have
unique customs and perceptions, and it is unlikely that a
single message would be equally appreciated by different
cultural groups. Therefore, from a marketing point of
view, it is desirable to have marketing messages designed
targeted to each country, which can be most effective
within each region.

If a single site were to serve multiple countries, you
would need to segment the site’s customers by country to
determine which marketing messages to show them.
Doing so is technically complex and is not always pos-
sible. For example, it would be difficult to determine the preferred country of a new visitor who
has no prior history on the site. On the other hand, having multiple sites makes it natural and easy
to create separate marketing messages for different countries.

Independent Brands
In today’s corporate world, it is typical for companies to be structured around a number of divi-
sions, in which each division has largely independent operations and is responsible for its own
profits. Sometimes, each division is actually a distinct brand. In this case, the kinds of products
that the different divisions sell can be similar, but the brands sell merchandise targeted at a spe-
cific customer base. An example of this is Williams Sonoma Corporation, with brands such as
Williams Sonoma, Pottery Barn, and West Elm. Another well-known example is Gap Inc., whose
brands include The Gap, Old Navy, Banana Republic, and Piperlime.

The reason for companies to own multiple brands is that it increases their total market pres-
ence because each brand division has its own customers. In addition, each brand is frequently tar-
geted to a particular segment of the market, such as high-end goods or value-priced merchandise.

In some cases, with an aggressive acquisition strategy, a parent company can find itself in
the position of owning many dozens of largely independent selling enterprises. Each time a new
company is bought, that company becomes yet another division within the structure of the parent
company, and in many cases this new division preserves its old brand and operates largely inde-
pendently from other divisions.

Independent Brands 9

Selling in more than one country
presents challenges that are diffi-
cult to meet with a single site
because each country has
unique aspects such as differ-
ences in currency, taxes, ship-
ping, language, products, and
legal and cultural variations.

Having a unique site for each
country also allows a company to
better market its products in the
unique environment of that
country.
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Brand Perception
Although all these sellers are actually part of a single company, from the point of view of customers,
they are frequently perceived to be unrelated to each other. For example, customers of Macy’s
would be confused if typing www.macys.com were to redirect them to www.bloomingdales.com.
Even though both of these sellers are owned by the same company, the customers perceive them as
being distinct.

Because of this perception, the two sites must behave completely independent of each
other. For example, customers would be surprised if, having placed an order on the Macy’s site,
they could see that order on the Bloomingdale’s site. In fact, if any of the personal information
that they had on one of the sites were to show up on the other site, these customers would be
concerned.

Therefore, having a separate site for each brand is not only beneficial to the business, but is
actually necessary simply to avoid customer confusion.

Brand Image
There is another reason for each brand to have a different site: to preserve brand image and iden-
tity. Generally, brand image is maintained not only by the different products available for sale,
but also by the style of the site and the images presented. A site designed for teenagers would
likely use brighter colors and more graphic images than a site designed for mature shoppers. It
would be impossible to maintain such brand identity if a single site were to be used for selling the

products of all the brands.
Another important reason to maintain separate sites

for different brands is that this approach enables the
brands to create appropriate advertising and run marketing
campaigns that are most suitable for each brand. For
example, advertising designed for value-priced merchan-
dise might focus on featuring low-priced offers, whereas
advertising designed for high-end products would be more
focused on quality and prestige.

Depending on the products sold on each site, the
marketing campaigns of each brand might also be timed
with different holidays in the year. For example, a back-to-
school campaign might not be applicable to jewelry,
whereas a site focused on tools might not be running a
Mother’s day special.

Multiple Market Segments
A site designed for business customers looks different from a site designed for consumers. Con-
sumer sites are designed to be easy to use and often encourage catalog browsing to find products.

10 Chapter 1 Multisite Commerce Scenarios

Customers expect each brand to
have a distinct site because in
their perception the different
brands might not be related to
each other.

Each brand needs to have its
own unique site designed to fit
the brand’s image.

The marketing style and
approach of each site must also
be reflective of the shopping pat-
terns of the brand’s customers.
Having multiple sites allows hav-
ing different marketing cam-
paigns for each brand.
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On the other hand, business buyers are not interested in spending any extended time browsing
through a catalog to look for items of interest. Rather, business buyers typically either already
know what they need or are interested in finding the products that satisfy their company’s needs
as quickly as possible. Therefore, it is better for the company to create separate sites for con-
sumers and business customers so that the layout and the flow of each site best suit the needs of
the customers.

Other kinds of market segments also can require a targeted site to serve their needs. For
example, a company might want to create separate sites for educational institutions or govern-
ments, or a site for auto dealers. Even within the consumer segment, it might make sense to create
targeted sites for women or for teenagers. We therefore explore some of the common segmenta-
tion scenarios to better understand the reasons that cause the need for targeted sites.

B2B and B2C Sites
When people go shopping to a retail outlet, they usually get the impression that the company that
owns the store is mostly in the business of selling to consumers like themselves. This impression
is created by the environment of the store, which is designed to please the mass consumer market.
Frequently, however, retail outlets are only a portion of the parent company’s business. The seller
can have other operations invisible to consumers, such as sales to small business customers or to
governments. Companies know that it is unwise to approach each of these segments in exactly the
same way, but rather have long ago learned to treat each market segment differently.

An example of such a seller is Staples Inc., which to a consumer is a large retailer of office
products, with thousands of outlets around the world. Staples Inc. has a popular commerce site,
Staples.com (www.staples.com), which sells the company’s products to shoppers. In addition,
Staples Inc. has a large business clientele; in other words, it has many customers who are compa-
nies rather than individual shoppers. The Staples Inc. site for its business customers is
StaplesLink.com (www.stapleslink.com), which is completely different from the consumer site.

On consumer sites, all shoppers usually see the same products, same prices, and same
checkout rules. On the other hand, organizational buyers often negotiate a contract with the seller
that covers such terms as discounted pricing, special shipping arrangements, or payment rules.
Such contracts can be arranged directly with buyers; alternatively, the buyers might be simply
qualified to make use of a standard contract.

Sophisticated B2C sites provide the shoppers with marketing content—for example,
informing the shoppers of additional offers, of upcoming promotions, or other events—or simply
give product suggestions. Such marketing information can take the form of advertisements, prod-
uct suggestions, and recommendations, or show related offers and promotions. These marketing
and merchandising activities can be valuable to help the shoppers find products and to help the
selling company increase sales on its site.

On the other hand, business buyers would have no patience for beautiful advertising that
takes half the screen because it detracts from their ability to do business quickly. Therefore,
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business-to-business sites tend to have little product advertising, but instead focus on advertising
additional services. For example, a B2B site might advertise certain shipping arrangements or the
ability to download spec sheets for a product line. A B2B site can also inform customers of rele-
vant industry news or regulation changes, such as safety information. Another typical example of
marketing content on B2B sites is product recommendations, such as up-sells, cross-sells, and
accessories. These recommendations do not take much space on the screen, but they benefit both
the buyers and sellers. The buyers get greater awareness of the range of products available that
could serve their needs, while the sellers can benefit from increased size of orders.

For a consumer shopping site, a customer is usually a single person referred to as a
shopper; in rare cases a consumer site might keep track of families or buying groups. Shoppers
typically view the products catalog as soon as they access the site, without having to register their
profile; in other words, a consumer-oriented site allows “anonymous” shoppers. Registration is
usually an option that is presented as a convenience to shoppers, to save their profile for simpler
subsequent purchases, to receive notification for special offers promotions, or to be notified of
other services made available to registered shoppers. Sometimes shoppers are asked to register
before placing an order. But even in this case, fundamentally the site is open to all shoppers, and
registration is a simple process that shoppers can perform directly on the site.

On the other hand, for a B2B site, a customer is not a person, but is a company or a buying
organization. The buying organization might have many employees or persons who are author-
ized to purchase on behalf of that customer. Customer registration is often a lengthy process,
requiring setting up the account with fulfillment and supply chain systems, and setting up the
necessary roles and responsibilities, carrying a credit check, and setting up contractual arrange-
ments.

Consumer shoppers usually have their own profiles that they manage, including their
addresses and preferences. On the other hand, all buyers from the same business customer share
the same customer profile. They all automatically qualify for the same terms and conditions, have
access to their company’s corporate payment instruments, and use the company’s purchase order
numbers. Frequently, employees of buying organizations might not even be allowed to create per-
sonal profiles, but the company creates an account on their behalf.

In B2C sites, it would be a serious security violation if shoppers could see each other’s
orders. However, with B2B sites, multiple persons in the
same buying company might have access to each other’s
shopping cart and order history. For example, one buyer
might create the shopping cart, another might submit it,
and a third person in the company might need to approve it.

With B2C sites, payment is usually done by credit
card or an Internet payment provider such as PayPal. With
B2B sites, business buyers frequently have arrangements
through which they place an order by simply specifying a
purchase order (PO) number. In this case, payment settle-
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The rules governing business
purchasing are different from the
rules on a consumer retail site.
Therefore, business-oriented
sites look different from con-
sumer sites, and the business
rules and processes on these
sites are fundamentally different
from the business rules and
processes on consumer sites.
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ment is taken care of later, when the selling company bills the buyer. Even when payment is spec-
ified as part of checkout, business purchasing might use such payment options as corporate cards,
procurement cards, and electronic funds transfer, which are not typical of consumer retail.

We thus see that B2B and B2C sites differ in just about every aspect of their presentation,
flow, and business rules. In most cases, therefore, it would be unwise to try to serve both of these
market segments with a single site.

Sites Targeted to Industry Segments
Often, companies create separate marketing organizations to sell to different industry segments.
For example, SAP is a large vendor of Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems. SAP creates
solutions targeted at specific segments, such as Aerospace, Automotive, Banking, and so on. The
same is true for many companies that sell software, electronics, telecommunications, or other
products. In such situations, it makes sense for companies to create unique sites for different
industry segments that they deal with. For example, they can create a site for educational institu-
tions, for governments, or a site for auto dealers.

Within such industries, the buyers tend to have similar terminology, and even similar busi-
ness processes. Even the product catalog can be structured in a way that is better-suited to cus-
tomers in a particular industry. For example, a site for medical professionals would feature
prominently the products related to their needs, rather than simply showing the global catalog,
which contains perhaps hundreds of thousands of products, most of which are not needed within
the medical segment.

Having such a targeted site can increase the sales by making products of interest to cus-
tomers easier to buy. The company’s reputation for being easy to do business with can also
improve customer loyalty and can attract more customers to the site.

Targeted Sites in Consumer Retail
The improved effectiveness of segment-specific sites can also be powerful in consumer retail.
The appearance of a site targeted to a particular market segment can be customized to best appeal
to this group of customers. For example, marketing researchers have long known that adolescents
and adults respond differently to such aspects as colors, style, and even the layout and flow of a
site. Therefore, a site focused on adolescent buyers can be designed to be attractive to this audi-
ence. Such an adolescent-oriented site can have a “cool” look-and-feel, with a choice of brighter
colors and content of interest to teenagers.

A site directed at women not only focuses on products deemed of interest to women, but
also allows the use of advertising that is most effective with the female audience. If a new uniden-
tified shopper visits a generic site, advertisers have no idea who the customer is and cannot create
focused advertisements and promotions. However, advertising can be effective if most visitors to
the site are known to be women. Such a targeted site can create advertisements or recommenda-
tions that are tested to work best with the typical visitors, even if the shoppers are not identified
by their profile.
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Therefore, a site where the presentation is designed
for the tastes of a particular market segment would be far
more appealing to this group of customers and hence likely
to have higher sales than a generic site. Such a targeted site
would, therefore, have a better chance to increase the com-
pany’s revenues and improve customer loyalty.

Product Divisions
Large manufacturers and distributors are sometimes organized in such a way that different divi-
sions are responsible for different product lines. Although the entire company actually has only a
single brand, the vast range of products sold by the company is partitioned into distinct independ-
ent divisions. For example, the IBM Corporation has distinct divisions responsible for software,
storage, servers, semiconductors, and so on. Siemens Group based in Germany has divisions in
several different sectors: fossil power, renewable energy, oil and gas divisions within the Energy
Sector; imaging, diagnostics, and workflow solutions divisions in the Healthcare Sector, and so on.

Typically, in this scenario different divisions produce completely different products. Fre-
quently, even the customers of the divisions are distinct; in other words, a customer might be
interested in products of only one division or only one sector.

Each division has independent operations, and hence each division’s business processes
can be unique and different from other divisions. For example, some divisions can give their cus-
tomers the ability to see the quantity of products in the inventory, whereas others do not. Some
divisions can allow customers to request made-to-order products, but others do not. The terms of
payment, fulfillment rules, and even customer registration procedures can all be completely dif-
ferent among divisions.

While the parent company might try to simplify all the different operations, it is virtually
impossible to get the divisions to behave in exactly the same way. For historical reasons, the divi-
sions’ business processes and their internal systems are frequently incompatible with each other.
It is therefore difficult to impose a change to make these divisions so similar that their needs can
be served by a single site.

Often, the incompatibilities among the divisions cannot be blamed entirely on historical
mistakes, corporate politics, and legacy systems. Rather, the differences in product lines inher-
ently lead to differences in business procedures and in customer base, such as industrial cus-
tomers versus small companies. After all, taking Siemens as an example, intuitively it is hard to
imagine how a single site could be used both for hospitals to purchase MRI machines and for oil
companies to procure equipment for oil platforms! Even though all these products carry the same
Siemens brand, the different divisions do require separate sites to best address the requirements
of their customers.

Companies have started to realize the proliferation of separate division sites causing confu-
sion for customers who might be looking for products in multiple divisions. Therefore, some
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Creating a site targeted at an
industry segment or a homoge-
neous group of customers can be
useful to both improve customer
loyalty and increase revenue.
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large manufacturers have started setting up portals that
allow customers to access products in different divisions
from a single starting point. In this environment, the com-
pany’s portal gives customers a global view of all their
purchases with the company and a convenient way to find
and order products from multiple divisions.

Even within the environment of a portal, the busi-
ness rules and processes of each division must be
respected. Usually each division provides its services to
the customers in its own unique way. In many ways, the
portal brings together services provided by multiple divi-
sions. For example, different divisions can provide ser-
vices to view or search for orders, to search for products,
and so on. Although the customer sees a single portal
rather than multiple sites, from the company’s point of
view, there is still the need to provide distinct services,
depending on the needs of each division.

Large Enterprise Procurement
A large customer often has specific requirements in how it does purchasing, and such a customer
has the purchasing power to ask its supplier to customize its site to match the customer’s internal
processes. For example, say the seller allows regular business customers to have two kinds of
roles, buyer and submitter, where the buyer creates orders, and only the submitter is allowed to
submit the orders. Most customers might be willing to live with this setup and adjust their pro-
curement practices so that their purchases with this seller are governed by these two roles.

However, a larger customer might already have instituted other roles, which the seller’s
B2B site does not provide. For example, the customer might have the role of browser, which is a
person who can only view the catalog but not create orders, or it might require multiple levels of
approval.

The large customer might have products produced exclusively for it, and hence its catalog
might need to contain products or configurations of products that are not made available to other
customers. In some cases, a large customer can request to make the purchasing site contain a
company logo, or even to structure the site to look in accordance with a certain template so that
employees using the customer’s internal procurement portal do not even realize that they are
viewing content from a third-party seller. Another example of a unique requirement is to allow a
customer to enter additional justification and financial information with an order in accordance
with the buying customer’s internal accounting policies.

All these are but a few instances in which large customers might demand that the seller’s
site be customized to their needs. When competition among sellers is fierce and customer is king,
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A large company with a single
brand can have many divisions
that sell many different products.
Differences in the divisions’ prod-
uct lines, business processes,
and internal systems make it diffi-
cult to serve the needs of all the
divisions on a single site.

A company might also set up a
portal that presents products
from multiple divisions to the cus-
tomers. With this portal, cus-
tomers see a single site that
serves their needs; but from the
company’s point of view, there is
still the need to provide distinct
services, depending on the
needs of each division.
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the seller is well advised to respect such demands from
large customers. Realistically, if a seller has only a single
purchasing site, accommodating the unique requirements
of different large customers would be almost impossible.

A selling company’s revenue usually depends on the
ability to attract customers, and certainly attracting large
corporate customers is frequently at the top of a com-
pany’s agenda. Therefore, if the seller wants to win the
business and loyalty of large corporate customers, it
makes sense for the seller to create customized sites for

such customers. Ideally, every large customer should have its own unique site so that as the cus-
tomer’s buying requirements evolve, the seller can accommodate without impacting other cus-
tomers. Realistically, however, this approach only makes sense for the biggest customers, which
have sufficient economic clout to make a customized site worthwhile.

Common Characteristics of Multiple Site Scenarios
We described some possible scenarios that lead to the need for multiple sites. Each company is
unique in its approach to business and in its business processes. Nevertheless, we have collected
here enough examples to see several similarities among the characteristics of multisite scenarios:

• Each site must have full control and manageability, the same as if it were the only site of
the business. This means that the company, or the division of the company, needs to
assign operators or administrators who are responsible for managing the content on the
site, such as products or advertising content. The administrators must also manage
orders or even provide assistance to customers who use the sites.

• The business needs the capability to quickly and cheaply create new sites. This is impor-
tant due to possible acquisitions of additional companies that need to have their own
sites, but it can also be necessary due to market realities, where a new site is necessary
for a geographic location or for a particular segment of customers.

• The business needs the capability to easily shut down sites, temporarily or permanently.
Temporary shutdowns are necessary in cases of technical problems, but also individual
sites might need to be temporarily taken down for maintenance. Sites can also be shut
down permanently, for example, due to company restructuring where divisions are
merged or sold.

• The business needs the capability to easily make changes to all the sites or only some
sites. For example, a product might need to be introduced in only one country, or an
advertising campaign might be relevant to only one customer audience. Similarly, the
company might want to change the look and feel of the site of one of the brands, while
the other brands remain unchanged.
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Large customers have unique
requirements in how they do pur-
chasing, and they often ask their
key suppliers to customize their
purchasing site to match their
internal processes. Creating mul-
tiple sites can, therefore, be nec-
essary to accommodate the
needs of large customers.
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• It is implicitly expected by the business that all sites operate equally well, in terms of
having fast performance even at peak times, having good security, and being reliable.

Summary
Fundamentally, commerce can be seen as simply buying and selling. Companies whose business
is to sell products can employ many methods to grow their business. With online commerce, it is
common that a company might want to create multiple sites to increase its revenue or to maintain
its market share.

We listed several typical situations in which multiple sites are important to the success of
the company’s business. Table 1.1 summarizes these scenarios and the major differences between
sites.

Table 1.1 Summary of Multisite Commerce Scenarios

Major Differences 
Multisite Scenario Examples Between Sites

Country sites Sites for USA, UK, Germany, Japan, Language
China Products and prices 

customized to local needs
Taxes, shipping, payment
Presentation style
Local regulations

Brand sites Upscale brand versus value merchandise Products
brand Presentation and site flow
Brands focused on different products Shipping, payment, and
Acquired companies other business rules

Market segment sites B2B and B2C: Sites dedicated to business Presentation and site flow
versus consumer customers Product selection for each 
B2B sites targeted to industry segments segment
B2C sites targeted to homogeneous Prices adjusted to segment 
group, such as women, men, or needs
adolescents Segment-specific content

Product division sites Company has one brand but many Each division has different 
product lines, each managed by a products
different division Business rules

Large customer sites Sites customized to the needs of large Products might be created 
customers specifically for the customer

Large customers require 
unique business rules
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The scenarios that lead to the need to have multiple sites have common characteristics in the way
that the sites are created and managed. For example, in all situations, the company needs to create
sites easily, and each site must have full control and manageability, as if it were the only site of
the business.
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C H A P T E R 2

The Need for a Shared
Platform

Key Concepts:

Understand why managing many sites independently is difficult and expensive

Share software, hardware, and data to economically and effectively manage multiple sites

As we saw in the preceding chapter, the requirement to have multiple sites is the reality of today’s
e-commerce. There is another side to this reality, however, which is that the process to create and
manage multiple sites is not easy. In fact, most companies that have tried creating multiple sites
have struggled with the difficulties involved in both the creation and management of the sites.

One such difficulty is cost escalation for the sites. From the point of view of the business,
given that multiple sites are necessary to increase revenue, it becomes imperative that the
increased revenue is not outweighed by associated increased cost. Unfortunately, this is not
always clear, and sometimes the benefits of multiple sites are, in fact, outweighed by the costs.

The other complexity that multisite commerce companies have to grapple with is how to
manage all their sites. Furthermore, because different sites often are managed by different depart-
ments in the company, the problem can also be to make sure that the customers get a consistent
experience across all sites.

Example of the Difficulty to Create Many Sites Separately
A large multinational equipment manufacturer had 26 divisions, each of which needed to
have a commerce site. The company realized that it did not have enough resources to build
so many different sites simultaneously. Therefore, rather than having 26 teams working in
parallel, it would have only one team working.

It was clearly impossible for this one team to launch sites very often. In the best case sce-
nario, the team could hope to launch at most one site in 3 months, with some divisions tak-
ing considerably longer. This meant that it would take 5–10 years for the entire company to

continues
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be enabled for online commerce. Such a long rollout schedule was completely unacceptable
to the business.

To roll out sites much faster, the company decided not to build the sites separately. Instead,
it invested in a single platform that was designed to support multiple sites.

The initial implementation took almost 2 years because the single platform had to be ready
for the needs of all the sites. However, after the platform was launched, the company pro-
ceeded to online commerce on a rapid schedule, launching a new site as often as every 2
weeks. With this approach, the total project time and the incremental cost of each site were
acceptable to the business.

In this chapter, we introduce the shared commerce platform that provides a methodology
for dealing with both the cost and administrative complexity of multiple sites. However, before
we start the discussion of the platform, we need to first give a brief overview of the cost and man-
ageability issues encountered in multisite commerce.

Cost Escalation of Independently Managed Sites
Let’s consider how costs grow if multiple sites are required. Clearly, if the sites are developed and
maintained independently of each other, the cost of e-commerce sites can become quite large due
to the simple multiplier effect: The cost of creation and maintenance of sites is directly propor-
tional to the number of sites. You can see an example of this in Figure 2.1.
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Site 1
Cost: $500,000

Site 2
Cost: $500,000

Site 2
Cost: $500,000

Total cost:  3  $500,000 = $1,500,000

Figure 2.1 Site cost multiplication

In some cases, if each site generates sufficient revenue, the business might tolerate such cost for
each site. For example, if the company has several brands, each brand might have enough revenue
to create and maintain its own site. However, with this cost structure, the business cannot afford
creation of more than a small number of sites. So if each brand needs to create multiple sites, such
as a site for each country or a site for each market segment, the total cost of all sites for all brands
will be prohibitive.

In the example shown in Figure 2.2, there are only two brands, but each brand needs to cre-
ate multiple sites, depending on the requirements of the countries and the market segment served
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by the brand. The total number of sites required by the business can easily grow to dozens or even
hundreds, and the total cost can become enormous. With such requirements, each brand could not
independently absorb all the costs.
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USA Site
Cost: $500,000

USA Site
Cost: $500,000

B2C Segment B2B Segment

Canada Site Canada Site
Cost: $500,000 Cost: $500,000

Canada Site
Cost: $500,000

Canada Site
Cost: $500,000

European
Union Site
Cost: $500,000

European
Union Site
Cost: $500,000

Total cost for each brand: $500,000  6 = $3,000,000

Total cost for both brands: $3,000,000  2 = $6,000,000

USA Site
Cost: $500,000

USA Site
Cost: $500,000

Government
  Segment

Industrial
Segment

European
Union Site
Cost: $500,000

European
Union Site
Cost: $500,000

Brand A Brand B

Figure 2.2 Rapid growth in number and cost of sites

This means that if each site is created and maintained
independently, the company cannot create as many sites as
it needs. You could therefore have a situation in which the
business is certain that sales revenue can be significantly
increased by creating a new site, but the company does not
allow this expansion due to cost constraints.

Site Creation
A company needs to invest significant resources to create a new commerce site. We saw in Chap-
ter 1, “Multisite Commerce Scenarios,” that business reasons dictate the need for multiple sites,
where sites are inherently different from each other. These differences can express themselves as
different product assortment, different site look-and-feel, different site flow, and different busi-
ness processes implemented on the sites. One major implication is that each site often needs to be
highly customized to satisfy the business needs.

In general, the customization of a site is an expensive process. Because developing the 
site is a technical task, an IT organization is responsible for the job. The IT developers must 
first understand the business requirements and then design and implement the customized site

When multiple sites are used, it
must be clear that the benefits of
multiple sites are not outweighed
by the costs.
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appropriately. The development effort will take significant time on the part of both the business
leaders who must describe and explain the requirements and on the part of the technical IT per-
sonnel who are responsible for carrying out the work. Therefore, when a new site is created, the
development effort is usually a large component of the initial cost.

In addition to site creation, other costs must be taken into account. For example, to operate
the site, the company likely needs to acquire or lease both hardware and software. The company
needs to train both IT and business personnel to understand the site and to operate it. Another
example is that the initial deployment of the site is usually an expensive and arduous process,
requiring the involvement of both technical personnel and business administrators.

Clearly, if each new site were to be launched com-
pletely independently of the others, the costs of each site
would quickly become prohibitive. At some point, due to
the expenses of each site, the business might not make the
necessary investment into the site creation effort.

Site Maintenance
After a site is launched, there are costs associated with the ongoing maintenance needed to oper-
ate the site. For example, one key aspect of the maintenance costs is the need to upgrade both the
hardware and software of each site. A single large site might make use of dozens of computers,
and the sheer effort to keep them up to date requires the commitment of significant IT resources.
If the company is operating many sites, and each one uses its own hardware and software, the
update effort becomes proportionately more expensive.

In addition to maintaining the hardware and software, the business is responsible for con-
stantly updating the content of the site. This includes the product catalog, marketing content, and
various messages that appear on the site. This task is usually performed by nontechnical adminis-
trators who work for the lines of business served by the site. At the same time, each site must be
tested and reviewed to make sure that the quality of the information on the site and the site itself
are satisfactory to the company.

Keeping the information on all sites up to date and assuring the quality of sites is expensive
because these activities require additional administrative personnel for each site. To afford a
larger number of sites, the business might need to cut costs to the point where it is unable to allo-
cate sufficient resources to properly maintain the quality of all sites.

Depending on expediencies of the day, the business might be forced to allocate more
resources to some sites, leaving the other sites underfunded and resource-starved. Such trade-offs
can involve both IT and line of business costs. For example, the trade-off can be that only sites
serving the largest-revenue market segments have the full product catalog, whereas other sites
have only a small subset of the products for sale. Alternatively, the business might not give focus
to creating complex targeted marketing campaigns on some of the smaller sites, but instead allo-
cate resources so that only the larger sites conduct the best and most-effective campaigns.

22 Chapter 2 The Need for a Shared Platform

Cost can easily become a limiting
factor in both the number of sites
a business can afford and in the
quality of the sites.
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Site performance can be another casualty of cost constraints. For example, in managing the
IT side of the costs, the business might decide that most computing resources are allocated to the
sites for the top-performing brand. These top-performing sites can therefore meet the demand
during peak shopping seasons and have the failover infrastructure so that the sites can operate
even in cases of hardware or network failure. On the other hand, the business might not allocate
sufficient resources to the smaller sites, which can mean that those brands cannot handle the load
of a holiday season.

Involvement of IT in Business Decisions
One of the most common factors in cost escalation is the need to involve IT in implementing busi-
ness decisions. The line of business employees are usually not technically trained and therefore
cannot implement the business decision on their own. These employees are trained to perform
tasks needed for the business, such as dealing with customers, managing product information, or
working on marketing content. The line of business personnel are deeply familiar with the com-
pany’s business and are trained to use the various software applications necessary for their job,
such as spreadsheets or product design tools. However, usually these employees cannot do tech-
nical work on their own; for example, you cannot expect them to design web pages or to cus-
tomize the software.

Therefore, if the business decides that it needs a new site, it needs to hire IT services to
develop and deploy the site. Similarly, if the business decides to change the look-and-feel of the
site, IT would be tasked with the job to create the appropriate content.

However, IT resources are quite expensive. Necessarily, assigning work to IT means
involving many additional people in design and implementation, thereby adding to the costs of
the implementation. In addition, the IT personnel are technically trained people, many of whom
have relatively high salaries.

Involving IT can also cause delays in implementing the decisions. For example, the process
of explaining the requirements to the technical designers usually takes a lot of time and effort
from the line of business employees and, therefore, slows down the implementation. Also, techni-
cal effort undertaken by IT personnel generally takes a fair amount of time because they require
such time-consuming phases as design, implementation, test, and deployment.

The business might need to create a new site quickly, sometimes within weeks or even
days. Perhaps a site is needed to support a seasonal marketing campaign or the site is to promote
a one-time event such as a concert. A delay can result in
tremendous opportunity loss for the business, which can-
not fulfill its business goals. However, typically IT person-
nel take at least several months to create a new site, and
therefore, always relying on IT development to create a
site might be unacceptable to the business.
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The involvement of IT personnel
in site creation leads to both high
cost and long lead times in site
creation.
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Difficulty of Administration of Independently Managed Multiple Sites
Let’s now turn to the second factor that makes it difficult for a company to manage multiple sites.
For this purpose, let’s ignore the issue of cost and instead imagine that money is truly no object
for the business as far as e-commerce is concerned. Let’s further imagine that the business has
somehow succeeded in creating many e-commerce sites. Now the business faces the daunting
task of operating all these sites.

There are many difficulties that companies have encountered when they have created many
commerce sites. As a result of these challenges, a company might actually be unable to maintain
as many sites as it needs. Even if technically site creation is not an issue, the business might dis-
allow the creation of a new site simply because it foresees that it cannot administer the site.

Site Consistency
One complexity that must often be overcome is that the content of all the sites must be consistent
to avoid customer confusion. This content synchronization affects not only product and price
information available on multiple sites, but also the overall site layout and even the promotion
rules and marketing messages.

To illustrate this idea, let’s consider the example of sites created by a retailer for different
countries. The retailer would probably want to ensure a consistent look-and-feel for all the coun-
try sites so that all customers worldwide are presented with a single-branded image of the retailer.
This means that all sites should look similar to each other, with the same layout of most pages, the
same catalog navigation, and as much as possible similar ordering and checkout processes.

In some scenarios, this issue can be less important than in others. For example, if the differ-
ent sites are created by different brands, perhaps the sites can look completely separate from each
other. This is particularly true if the brands run independently of each other, to the point that the
customers are not aware that they are owned by the same company. In this arrangement, site con-
sistency is not much of an issue.

However, if the different sites are clearly associated with the same brand image, consis-
tency is extremely important. Examples of this include the sites created for different divisions of
the same company, for different countries, or for different market segments.

In technical terms, consistency means that all sites need to use the same presentation tem-
plate, which is the overall structure of the site and the overall structure of each page, including
such aspects as color scheme, navigational bar, company logo, search, and so on.

In practice, if different sites are implemented independently of each other, ensuring that
they all use the same template is difficult. This is especially true if the different sites use different
software to present content to the users; in this case, usually the template ends up being imple-
mented multiple times, once for each site. In some cases, due to limitations or restrictions of one
software when compared to another, some sites cannot support all the features of the template.
For example, when showing a list of products in search results, one site might show extra infor-
mation when the mouse pointer moves over a product image, whereas another site might not have
this feature.
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In addition to differences in presentation templates,
the company’s various sites might also end up with incon-
sistent features, to the point where customers are surprised
by these distinctions. For example, the kind of search sup-
ported by one site might not be available on another site.
This would mean that finding a product on one site could
be easier than finding the same product on the company’s
other sites.

Another feature distinction could be that the site in
one country might support customer product reviews, but
the site in another country might not. If both sites serve the
same kinds of customer audiences and are just targeted at
different geographic regions, customers in the region
where the feature is missing could be quite annoyed with
this seeming lack of attention to their needs.

Finally, it is inevitable that over time some of the
features supported by sites, and the site template, will
change. Whenever a new feature is added or the presentation is modified, the company needs to
propagate the changes to all the different sites. Doing so requires updates to each of the sites, with
constant struggle against inconsistencies in implementation by different software.

Challenges of Copying Product Information
Consistency of sites across all countries also means that product information must be the same,
albeit in different languages, with restrictions where certain products are unavailable in some
geographies. If the sites are authored completely independently of each other, it would be truly a
daunting task to synchronize this large volume of information available to customers.

One way to deal with this problem is to create a single source of catalog information, which
is then copied to all the different sites. However, experience has shown that accurate and timely
propagation of product information to all the sites is not trivial.

If a company needs to copy all catalog changes to many sites, it is quite possible that the sites
will get the changes at different times, leaving them temporarily inconsistent for the duration of
the copying process. Moreover, it is possible that the copying process might fail for some of the
sites, perhaps due to unforeseen hardware or software limitations. For example, if a company has
20 country sites, and data is propagated to the sites daily, there are literally thousands of opportuni-
ties for data propagation to fail in each year! Recovery from such failure can take days or weeks, so
site consistency might not be restored for a long time. In the worst cases, sorting out this inconsis-
tency of catalog data can cost the company millions of dollars in expenses and in lost revenue due
to customer confusion and the unavailability of important products on some of the sites.

All this is compounded by the fact that, given the complexity of the environment, this is 
not a simple information copy. For example, some product information might need to be only
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Administrators of the company’s
sites might need to ensure that
the sites owned by the company
are consistent with each other.

Site consistency requirements
include such aspects as overall
look-and-feel, presentation of
product catalog, checkout, and
many other features.

If different sites are implemented
independently of each other,
making them consistent is diffi-
cult because of differences in
underlying software, and the
need to constantly synchronize
the presentation and features of
all the sites.
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partially available in some countries due to company policies or the legal regime, or product
information or pricing might need to be modified within the context of specific countries.

To illustrate the complexity of copying catalog data to different sites, let’s imagine that a
company has created three sites that sell its products in three geographic areas: the United States,
United Kingdom, and Canada. The company’s products are available within its global single
master catalog. However, not all products and categories are available in all countries. Therefore,
the catalog for each country site is not an exact copy of the global master catalog but is a subset.
This scenario is shown in Figure 2.3.
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Figure 2.3 Global master catalog and how it looks on each site

What we see from this example is that simply copying the
catalog to each site is not possible, due to the uniqueness
of each site. Instead, the copy must be selective, based on
country-specific business rules because each site would
typically have a different subset of the company’s prod-
ucts available in its assortment. Therefore, the process of
copying the catalog into each site’s database would likely
be quite complex, involving decisions to select the prod-
ucts or categories that need to be copied.

Large-scale data copying among
sites is difficult to set up, inter-
feres with normal operation of
sites, and can result in unex-
pected errors. If a mistake or fail-
ure occurs, the catalogs among
different sites can end up being
inconsistent with each other.
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Quality Assurance Issues
Another implication of the differences between the sites is that each site ends up having to do its
own quality assurance of the data. This presents not only another aspect of cost escalation, but
also another administrative complexity. What would happen if some countries are ready to roll
out new products but others are not because they find that their translation of the information is
not yet ready? Or perhaps, what if the company is rolling out a new product line, and one country
has not finished preparing the advertising campaign for the new products? Should the master cat-
alog be rolled out anyway, or does this mean that some countries might need to carry an obsolete
version of the master catalog? Such cases make the whole copying process extremely compli-
cated and hence fragile.

However, in addition to the difficulty in copying data to all the sites, the company might
also find it challenging to ensure that the data is correct and consistent on all the sites. It not only
has to test the correctness of the data, but also keep track of those areas where data inconsistency
is actually required, such as the cases in which products are slowly rolled out to different sites.
The quality assurance of all the sites can turn into a nightmare, with the testers being totally con-
fused about what differences between sites are to be expected, and where the differences are to be
reported as a defect.

Not only product information must be synchronized
between sites, but also other site features, including the
various text messages and images that appear, and market-
ing campaigns that advertise certain products or events,
and which need to be consistent within some countries. If
the sites are managed independently of each other, keep-
ing all these features consistent across all sites is a chal-
lenging task, which often requires a large amount of
manual input. Checking the quality of the sites and mak-
ing sure that they are, in fact, consistent is also a largely
manual task. As with any complex manual process, it is possible that mistakes will be made, and
then, unknown to the company, its sites end up with an inconsistent look-and-feel or with incon-
sistent and incorrect data.

Difficulties of Customer Management
There is another set of administrative complexities when dealing with multiple sites, and it has to
do with customer management. If the sites are administered independently of each other, tracking
the real customers of the sites can become quite difficult. To better explain this situation, let’s
imagine an equipment manufacturing company that creates sites for different market segments—
for example, a site for home construction and a site for road construction. A single customer can
have divisions that need to purchase products in both categories and can, therefore, need to regis-
ter on both sites. You can see such an example in Figure 2.4.
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Quality assurance of multiple
related sites is nontrivial particu-
larly when the different sites have
many small differences. Keeping
track of the areas where differ-
ences are required versus the
areas where differences are to
be treated as errors is a complex
error-prone task.
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Figure 2.4 Example of a situation in which a single customer has profiles with several sites of
one company

The selling company has two sites: One sells equipment for road construction, and the other site
sells equipment for home construction. One customer has established a corporate profile with the
home construction site so that all the customer’s divisions can make purchases under the same
profile. However, because the sites are independent of each other, the customer does not have a
profile with the road construction site.

The customer has two divisions, both of which need to purchase products from this com-
pany. In the example in Figure 2.4, the head office anticipated the need to purchase from the
home construction site and created a corporate profile. This customer profile is used by division 1
of the customer. However, perhaps due to lack of communication, or for historical reasons, cus-
tomer division 2 is not using the corporate profile, but instead has its own independent profile,
both with the road construction and the home construction sites.

With this example, the single customer now has three independent profiles with the selling
company. This situation of multiple registrations would be truly problematic for the equipment
manufacturer because it cannot know who the real customers are!

With thousands of such double- and triple-registered customers, frequently under different
names, it is virtually impossible to resolve the duplication and determine who is really who. As a
result, the business cannot properly track the purchasing histories of its customers, which creates
many business limitations. One key limitation is the inability within each site to realize the true
importance of any particular customer: On that particular site, the customer might have made
only occasional purchases, whereas on the other site it could be a long-standing loyal customer.
Without knowing the true purchasing history of the customer, it is impossible to provide the best
possible personalizations and recommendations to this customer. For example, if the customer
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normally purchases equipment for home construction, it might be beneficial to recommend rele-
vant home construction items, even if the customer is accessing the road construction site.

Another limitation is that if the customer has an established contractual relationship in one
site, with negotiated terms and conditions such as discounted pricing based on certain obligations
to buy, such terms and conditions might need to apply in any site that any division of the customer
is accessing. Without clearly knowing the customer in a consistent manner across all sites, it is
impossible to ensure that each customer is presented with a consistent set of terms and conditions
in all sites.

Furthermore, the customer might be confused why there is a need to manage two profiles,
each with the correct set of addresses and preferences, even though he knows that both sites are
owned by the same manufacturer. This situation can become quite contentious, with different
rules governing profile sharing between sites.

In some cases, the site owners might not want the customer to realize that this is, in fact, the
same profile. For example, where the sites are owned by different independent brands of a large
company, for privacy reasons it is better for customer information not to be shared among differ-
ent site owners; hence, each customer would need to create and maintain a profile on each site
that he is interested in.

In other cases, for example, if the different sites
serve different market segments, the opposite is true: Cus-
tomers fully expect their profiles to be common across all
sites and will get confused if they are asked to register
multiple times.

When customers are aware of the relationships
between the sites, they might even want to have a common
view on all the orders placed in all the sites, and they
would be confused if they realize that they need to go to
each site to see the orders placed there.

An important observation from this last issue is that
complexity of administration of sites affects not only the
sellers who own the sites, but the customers who use the
sites for their purchasing needs. This applies to the large
volume of information associated with customers, such as
customer profiles and preferences, address books, shop-
ping carts, and orders.

Difficulty in Finding Necessary Skills
A company that needs to create many sites can run into a skills roadblock, being unable to find
enough qualified people to develop or to operate the sites. The development of sites is technically
a challenging task, requiring the attention of highly skilled architects, designers, and program-
mers. These people must be familiar not only with the technology, but also with the company’s IT
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A business must have a clear
view of all customers and their
purchasing histories. This view is
difficult to achieve if the com-
pany’s customers access many
of its sites that are independently
administered.

Complexity of customer adminis-
tration of multiple sites not only
adversely affects the company
that owns the sites, but also con-
fuses customers and makes it
difficult for them to create their
profiles and track their orders
across all sites.
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infrastructure and with the specific software and hardware the company uses. In some cases,
companies have found themselves limited by their capability to hire a sufficient number of devel-
opers to create the sites that they need.

In addition to technical skills, the company also needs to ensure the availability of suffi-
cient staff for administering the sites. These personnel need training both in the tools that they
must use and the company’s business procedures. Usually, the business administrators must also
have a good understanding of the company’s business, such as the product lines, marketing cam-
paigns, and promotions; sometimes they must even have familiarity with specific large customers

served by the site.
When many sites are involved, hiring and training

all these personnel for all the sites can become a bottle-
neck in the company’s operations. If each site needs its
own set of skills, the company’s capability to find suffi-
cient staff can put a limit on the number of sites it can
operate.

Difficulty of Capitalizing on Synergy of Independently Managed 
Multiple Sites
As we saw, the data on multiple sites is hard to administer, both by the seller who owns the sites
and by the customers who use the sites. There is another aspect of administration, however, that is
even more difficult to resolve than the problem of creation and management of data.

A business usually wants to leverage information accumulated in multiple sites to enhance
its capability to provide guidance to customers and to create more effective cross-site marketing or
recommendation campaigns. The goal is to increase the company’s revenue, so the sites can help
each other be more effective at attracting customers. By putting together and analyzing the activi-
ties in multiple sites, the business can improve its understanding of buyer behavior and create more
effective marketing approaches. Sometimes the business wants to create a cross-site marketing
campaign, where depending on activity in one site, customers get offers in another site.

However, if each site is developed and maintained independently, bringing all that informa-
tion together is not at all trivial. Typically, to bring together the information from multiple sites,
to correlate all the information, and to analyze it, a company needs to create a large data ware-
house, with each site being a source of data into the warehouse. Such warehousing projects are
difficult to implement, not only because they are expensive and take a long time, but also because
they are technically challenging. 

Even if a company succeeds in bringing together the data from all the sites into a single
data warehouse, it would find it difficult to make use of the data analysis. Cross-site promotions
or marketing campaigns can be extremely difficult to implement, given that they affect multiple
sites, and each site is administered independently of the others.
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The company’s capability to cre-
ate multiple sites is limited by its
capability to find qualified staff
with the correct technical skills
and the availability of administra-
tive skills to operate the sites.
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So we see that even if a company does create mul-
tiple independent sites, it would be difficult to leverage the
synergy of having these sites to increase revenue. Without
a global understanding of customer usage of the site,
including customer registrations, browsing patterns, and
purchasing history across all sites, it is not easy to leverage
the multiple sites to create more effective promotion
strategies or marketing campaigns that would lead to
increased revenues from all the sites.

Shared Commerce Platform
We have seen how multiple commerce sites can be benefi-
cial to a company and can hold much promise to maximize revenue potential for an e-commerce
business. At the same time, multiple sites present a cost issue and can turn into an administrative
nightmare, thereby negating potential benefits. With all the difficulties that arise as the number of
sites increases, the company might eventually lose the capability to create additional sites.

So the burning question is: What is the solution that allows a business to both create mul-
tiple sites and to manage them, with minimal cost and minimal administrative complexity?

Conceptually, the answer to this question is actually intuitive and simple and can be sum-
marized in two words: AVOID DUPLICATION.

Much of the cost escalation that we saw previously, and the complexity of management,
can truly be avoided if all the multiple sites that a company creates share their infrastructure as
much as possible. After all, if one of the company’s sites already has the capability to present
product content and to accept orders, why should the other sites have to develop the same func-
tionality from the ground up? Rather, it makes sense to pool the company resources to develop a
single set of commerce capabilities in a single platform and then use this platform to put up as
many Web sites as the business deems necessary. With this kind of shared infrastructure, both the
cost and administrative overhead of each additional site would be minimized.

From a technical point of view, this commerce infrastructure can be divided into three
major constituent parts:

• Shared hardware

• Shared software

• Shared data

The hardware is the actual computers, storage, and network components used for running the
Web sites. With an independent infrastructure, each Web site ends up having to purchase and
administer its own hardware, whereas with a shared infrastructure a single set of hardware is used
for multiple sites. A single Web site typically uses a multitude of hardware for various compo-
nents, and ideally as many of them as possible should be reused for all the company’s sites.
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Even if a company does create
multiple independent sites, it
would be difficult to leverage the
information created within such
sites to get a global enterprise
view of the business.

It is also difficult to leverage the
data accumulated by all the sites
to create more effective product
strategies or marketing cam-
paigns that would be leveraged
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The software is the computer programs necessary for the site. Shared software means that
not only the same software is used for multiple sites, but that actually the same instance of soft-
ware is used so that if the software needs to be updated to install a fix or to add a new feature, a
single update can enable the fix or the feature for all the sites.

The data refers to all the content necessary for the operation of the sites and that is pre-
sented to the customers. Data includes such content as product catalog information and images,
pricing tables, promotion rules, various text and images associated with advertising campaigns,
and even the actual Web pages that determine the look-and-feel of the site.

Some of the data might be managed by the corresponding lines of business, such as by the
product management department or marketing department. Other data, such as security policies
or complex business rules, can be managed only by highly trained IT personnel. In some cases,
data can be managed by the customers themselves; this applies to customer shopping carts and
orders and to customer profiles.

If hardware, software, and data are shared by the company’s sites, the cost and administra-
tive complexity issues can be greatly reduced.

Benefits of Shared Platform
From a business point of view, a shared platform allows a business to create as many sites as it
needs, requiring as little expense as necessary for each site. The idea of a shared platform is that
the company makes only one major investment in the infrastructure necessary for its commerce
sites. After this investment is made, the platform can support as many sites as necessary. Both the
creation and operation of each additional site are no longer major undertakings but require a rela-
tively small incremental effort that can be carried out by the business, with little IT involvement.
Let’s now summarize these advantages of a shared platform.

Minimizes Costs

If a single platform is used for multiple sites, the creation of a site is no longer a major undertak-
ing by the company but is a routine activity. Part of the design of the platform is to allow the busi-
ness to create new sites when necessary. A new site no longer requires new hardware or software,
but rather all sites use the same IT infrastructure.

Excessive IT cost associated with creation of commerce sites is also addressed by the use of
common hardware, software, and data. After the initial investment, the creation of a new site is a
task that is easily carried out based on the design of the platform. A well-designed platform
would provide the tools that can be used to create a new site with minimal IT involvement. If the
infrastructure is developed correctly, an additional new site would require no new hardware, no
new software, and no new services to be hired.

With a shared platform, the administration costs can be tremendously reduced. The same
shared data is used as the basis for the content of all sites, and therefore there is no need to copy
the large volumes of data. Rather, each site simply selects the portions of the data that it needs or
adjusts the content to its needs. For example, for each site the business would simply select the
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portions of the catalog to be presented, rather than having to maintain a version of the entire cata-
log for each site. Another example is that with the use of a single platform, it is possible to share
one presentation for multiple sites.  Each site can modify the look-and-feel of the site by choosing
a different color scheme or different text to appear on the home page. In this way, the commerce
platform can be designed to allow each site to be easily customized to the business needs, and
therefore reduce administration costs.

Minimizes Opportunity Cost

Just like the cost of implementing a site is minimized, so is the opportunity cost of the investment
required to create a new site. A new site reuses much of the data already present in the platform, such
as the company’s catalog. Therefore, a well-implemented multisite platform can allow the rapid cre-
ation of a new site by selecting the portions of data to be used and adding the additional data specific
to the new site. The site can then be ready in time to take advantage of a business opportunity.

With duplicated infrastructure, each additional site would pull valuable resources from other
business opportunities. On the other hand, with shared infrastructure, new sites do not result in
significant additional drag on company resources. Thus, the company would be able to create as
many sites as it needs to take advantage of the market opportunities.

Improves Manageability and Assures Site Quality

When all the company sites are served by the same infrastructure, ensuring the quality of all the
sites becomes much easier. Aspects such as software testing and ensuring security can all be
addressed with a single effort, rather than having to repeat it for each site.

Because the company needs to invest in only a single e-commerce infrastructure, it can
more easily build that infrastructure with sufficient resources and redundancy to ensure availabil-
ity during system updates or in case of system problems and to ensure that it is scalable even dur-
ing peak seasons.

Furthermore, considering that the data is shared across all the sites, the quality of data cre-
ated by the line of business, such as catalog data or marketing images, also needs to be checked
only once. As soon as updates are centrally verified, they can be rolled out to all the e-commerce
sites at once so that all the sites always have the latest data.

Attaining a Shared Platform
We have postulated that the shared commerce platform solves most of the problems associated
with having multiple commerce sites. And in fact, this conclusion is intuitively obvious because
the concept of leveraging the company’s size to save costs is probably as old as business itself.

However, a skeptic might rightfully doubt whether the concept of a single platform is real-
istic in actuality. There can be many reasons why this dream is difficult to attain. For example, is
it possible for a single platform to satisfy the varied requirements of the different sites? Isn’t the
whole reason for a company to have multiple sites that there are different requirements that can-
not be satisfied by a single site?
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In addition to satisfying the varied requirements, there arise questions about the technical
viability of the platform. The company’s entire commerce business is staked on a single infra-
structure. Is it possible to ensure that the infrastructure is reliable enough and powerful enough to
scale to the company’s needs? Isn’t it too risky to make all the commerce sites dependent on a
single infrastructure?

Finally, perhaps the biggest question is how realistic it is for a large company to be success-
ful at the development of the shared platform. Even if theoretically all the technical problems can
be solved, what are the chances of success in such an undertaking? Would the inevitable infight-
ing and the disagreements over requirements and the goals of the platform lead to countless
delays? How would the company govern the effort to develop and deploy the shared platform,
and especially how would it manage the requirements? What if new requirements are suddenly
introduced? How could the development effort adjust to such changes and still produce a working
commerce platform without excessive cost overruns?

The good news is that hundreds of companies have succeeded at implementing a shared
commerce platform for their business, which proves that this undertaking is, in fact, realistic.
Nevertheless, the questions we have posed are good questions, and it is important to investigate
them thoroughly.

We therefore devote this book to a study of the issue of creation of a shared multisite com-
merce platform. Part I of this book attempts to view the problem from the point of view of busi-
ness management. We have already investigated the goals and challenges of the multisite
platform. We now continue looking at the concept of sharing and its implications on the com-
pany’s business processes. We describe how the shared infrastructure and shared content affect
the administration of the sites. We also describe situations in which a shared platform is truly
inapplicable and should not be attempted, because in those situations the effort will likely fail. We
take a deeper look at the cost structure of the platform, to understand the types of costs that you
can expect to encounter and the types of savings you can anticipate with a shared platform.
Finally, we describe the typical requirements that you should expect the platform to fulfill.

In Part II, we focus on the organizational aspects of implementing a single platform for multiple
sites. This includes a discussion of how to start a project to develop the platform, how to deal with the

multitude of requirements, which procedures to put in place,
and which skills are necessary for the effort to succeed.

In Part III of this book, we describe the technical
issues associated with such a shared platform. In Chapter
14, “Sharing Hardware and Software,” we discuss the vari-
ous options and technical issues involved in sharing hard-
ware and software among multiple sites. The other chapters
in Part III are devoted to data sharing design and architec-
ture, culminating with presenting typical data architecture
patterns in Chapter 18, “Data Sharing Architecture
Patterns.”
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Summary
Table 2.1 provides a summary of the problems that arise when multiple e-commerce sites are cre-
ated without the use of a common platform.

Table 2.1 Problems of Creation of Multiple Sites Independently of Each Other

Type of Problem Details of Problem

Excessive cost of commerce sites Cost of creation of new sites.
Cost of operation of multiple sites.
Involvement of IT in business decisions.
Opportunity cost of resources spent on site creation.

Difficulty of administration of many sites Ensuring site consistency.
Poor overall quality.
Difficulty of customer management across all sites.
Finding necessary skills for development of new sites and 
administration of all the existing sites.

Inability to meet revenue goals of the Poor site quality tends to drive customers away.
online commerce business

Inability to grow the business by  Bringing together information from multiple sites 
leveraging synergies in owning requires feeding the data from all the sites into a large 
multiple sites data warehouse. Warehousing projects are difficult to 

implement because they are expensive, take a long 
time, and are technically challenging.

On the other hand, if the company were to develop a single platform to be used as the basis for its
multiple sites, these problems would be largely addressed. With only one infrastructure to invest
in, the company can focus on creating a high-quality e-commerce capability that attracts cus-
tomers and thereby grows the business. Thus, the e-commerce business is in a much better posi-
tion to meet its revenue goals.

When all the sites are driven from the same platform, the difficulties with combining data
from multiple sites or with crafting cross-site marketing messages can be dealt with more easily.

Because all customer data is managed centrally, it becomes possible to avoid duplication in
registrations among the sites. If necessary, the company can now create an enterprise portal in
which customers have a single view into all the commerce capabilities of the company.

Because all customer activities are handled on the same set of systems, it is possible to
track these activities together, and to analyze them, without having to worry about correlation of
data across multiple sites.

Finally, all the data can be made available to all the sites so that the business can now create
promotions and marketing campaigns that leverage activities on multiple sites. Thus, the sharing
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of data among sites enables the business to utilize the synergy of multiple sites to further grow the
business.

Table 2.2 summarizes the benefits of the various types of sharing.

Table 2.2 Summary of Benefits of Sharing Infrastructure Among Multiple Sites

Sharing Hardware Sharing Software Sharing Data 

Reduce IT cost Yes Yes Yes 

Reduce line of business cost — — Yes 

Reduce opportunity cost Yes Yes Yes 

Improve quality of sites Yes Yes Yes 

Maximize e-business revenue Yes Yes Yes 

Enable leveraging multiple sites — — Yes
to further grow revenue 

You must be aware that each type of sharing helps with different areas of the overall multisite
commerce, and in fact all three types of sharing are necessary. For example, sharing of hardware
and of software reduces both IT operating costs and IT startup costs, and improves administration
and site consistency. However, sharing of data is the only way to reduce costs and improve man-
ageability for lines of business. Sharing of data is also the only way to enable the synergy
between multiple sites, maximizing overall revenue.
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C H A P T E R 3

Administration of Country
Sites on a Shared Platform

Key Concepts:

Divide administration tasks into centralized activities that benefit all sites and activities specific
to each site

Make decisions for each type of data as to whether it should be managed centrally or in the 
context of individual sites

We have seen how the creation of multiple sites is both beneficial and costly. We have also pro-
posed that the fundamental approach to minimize costs and simplify the administration of mul-
tiple sites is to create a single shared platform for all these sites. This shared platform would make
use of common hardware and software infrastructure and would also allow the reuse of the same
data by multiple sites.

A company that operates many sites must expend considerable effort administering the
data used by the sites. This data is necessary for the operation of any commerce site; for example,
it would include the product catalog and prices, advertisements and marketing data, customer
profiles, and so on. Much of this data is not managed by IT, but rather is manipulated directly by
the line of business administrators, using various tools provided to them by the platform.

Let’s now examine in more detail how the various kinds of information on the sites would
be administered when a shared platform is used. As we have described, many scenarios require
the use of multiple sites, and each one is unique in the data that needs to be managed. To focus the
discussion, initially we concentrate on the specifics of administration of a country site. In this
chapter, we discuss the administration of sites created for the needs of countries in various parts
of the world.
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Central and Site-Specific Information Used by Country Sites
Imagine a multinational seller that does business in many parts of the world and needs to admin-
ister sites targeted at specific countries or regions. This seller might be a consumer retailer with
global presence, such as IKEA, Staples, or Abercrombie & Fitch. Or it can also be a multinational
company that deals mainly with business customers, such as IBM, Honeywell, or Avery Dennison.

For each country where this company sells its products, it needs to create a commerce site.
This site must have all the products available in the country, with up-to-date prices and inventory.
The company probably wants to create advertisements and run marketing campaigns for each site
to maximize its sales. Each site will have customers registered to it, with their profiles, order his-
tory, and preferences. Finally, all the sites need to be configured for such country-specific infor-
mation as languages and currency, and business rules such as acceptable payment instruments,
shipping methods, and so on.

In general, when a company manages many country sites, the information that it adminis-
ters can be either global or country-specific. For example, many sites might use products from the
same common master catalog; hence, such catalog data is global and is shared among multiple
sites. On the other hand, products that are unique to only one country ought to be treated as site-
specific data that is not shared but is unique.

Administration tasks are therefore divided into cen-
tral administration and site-specific administration. Cen-
tral administration is concerned with the management of
the platform as a whole, on behalf of all sites, and site-
specific administration is focused on managing informa-
tion in the context of an individual site.

For example, the management of the hardware and
software of the multisite platform must be done by a cen-

tral IT organization for the benefit of all sites. Such activities as hardware upgrades, installation
of software fixes and new versions, database backups, performance monitoring and tuning, secu-
rity audits, and so on, are all IT tasks that must be managed centrally.

Another example of central administration is the planning and creation of new sites. When
a new site is required, it is often best to delegate the actual creation of the site to a central site
planning department. This department would review and approve the need for the site, ensuring
that an already-existing site does not already fulfill the need. In addition, central site planning
would be responsible for improving or creating additional presentation templates used by the
sites, and for the determination of the need for changes to software or hardware.

On the other hand, each individual site requires administrators to manage those aspects of
the site that make it unique. For example, a country site can have country-specific products,
country-specific marketing activities, or shipping methods that work only within that geographi-
cal region.
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On a shared platform, the data
might be viewed as falling into
one of two categories: shared
data, which can be used by many
sites; and site-specific data,
which is relevant to only one site.
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Table 3.1 shows some typical examples of how administration tasks are assigned for coun-
try sites that use a shared commerce platform.

Table 3.1 Assignment of Administration Tasks for Country Sites

Administration Tasks Global Site Specific

Product management Yes Some

Marketing Yes Yes

Site planning Yes No

Order management Some Yes

Customer management Some Yes

IT Yes No

From this table, we see that typically for country sites, the responsibilities of central administra-
tion include global product management, global marketing, global site planning, and IT. On the
other hand, the responsibilities of administrators of each site are order management, customer
management, marketing, and country-specific product management. We therefore describe each
type of information and how the administrative duties are typically divided for it.

Product Management for Country Sites
With country sites, global product management is responsible for producing all the detailed prod-
uct information, including product images, descriptions, comparisons, and the overall structure
of categories in the catalog shown to the buyers on the company’s country-specific Web site.
There is no need for each site to worry about managing this enormous volume of information, but
rather it must be managed centrally, serving the entire company.

However, each country still needs the capability to fine-tune this information to suit the
unique needs of its customer base. The most typical fine-tuning is excluding those products that
are not to be offered for sale in that country. Frequently, entire categories, or even entire product
lines, need to be excluded because they are not available in that country.

From a management point of view, after a country has elected to exclude a category, all the
products in the category must not appear on the country’s site. Furthermore, if subsequently the
central product management organization adds more products to that category, the new products
would also be excluded automatically, without any additional action by the country’s product,
marketing, or sales administrators.

To illustrate this point, let’s consider an example of a simple global catalog made available
to all countries, as shown in Figure 3.1.
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Figure 3.2 USA catalog decisions
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Dress Shirts

Global Master Catalog

Casual Shirts

White Shirt

Blue Shirt
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Figure 3.1 Example of an overall master catalog structure

Let’s now imagine how an individual country would make its catalog decisions. For example,
Figure 3.2 shows the decisions for the USA catalog.
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As you can see, the USA product sales team has made only two decisions: to exclude the 
T-shirts category and to exclude the Polo shirt. Ideally, because the T-shirts category is excluded,
all the products within it are also excluded automatically; hence, both the long- and short-sleeved
T-shirts are not for sale on the USA site. Any other products subsequently added to the master
catalog placed within the T-shirts category should also never appear on the USA site.

Another type of country-specific catalog decision is
the addition of a product unique to one country. For
example, in 2009 the Canadian Coca-Cola site offers the
Olympic torch relay lapel pin. This product is available
only in Canada because Coca-Cola is sponsoring the 2010
Winter Olympics games, which are to take place in
Vancouver. 

With these kinds of decision-making capabilities,
each country retains significant control over its products for sale. At the same time, the bulk of
product information is managed centrally, without any duplication of administration effort
among countries.

Organizing the Company for Global and Country-Specific Product
Administration
Intuitively, it seems most likely that the administration of the global catalog will be done by a dif-
ferent department than the administration of catalog selections and modifications needed for each
country site. After all, the focus of the different administrators is probably quite different. Where
the global administrators need to ensure the accuracy and completeness of the information, the
country-specific administrators prefer to assume that information is correct and are interested
only in making sure that it is applicable to their market.

Because of this different focus, a common way for companies to organize themselves is to
actually have a department dedicated to the creation and maintenance of the master catalog. Each
country, or group of countries, maintains its own staff to adjust the master catalog to the needs of
its site. As a result, the total number of staff necessary for maintaining the catalog consists of the
overhead of the global catalog administrators, plus the administrators necessary for individual
adjustments needed by each site.

In some cases, it is possible to reduce somewhat the staff requirements, by combining cen-
tral product management with the responsibilities of managers of one of the country sites. For
example, if a large U.S.-based retailer wants to create sites local to other countries, it is possible
that the U.S. catalog can actually be used as the global master catalog for the whole platform. It
might be easiest for those other country sites to simply use the U.S. catalog as the starting point
and then do only the few adjustments necessary to make it available to the customers of each
country. This way, the responsibilities of global catalog administration are combined with admin-
istration of the U.S. catalog, thereby making the whole operation more streamlined and avoiding
unnecessary overhead.
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Site administrators might need to
exclude certain products or cate-
gories from the shared catalog.
They might also need to create
additional products specific to
their site and not present in the
shared catalog.
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However, this method of using the home country catalog as the basis for the global catalog
is often difficult to apply. Normally, the U.S. catalog cannot be used as the basis for the global
catalog without globalization information. For example, most likely the U.S.-based product team
would enter the product information only in English, but other countries would need the informa-
tion in their local languages. Therefore, to make use of this approach, it will still be necessary to
employ the administrators that add the language- and culture-specific information to the catalog.
Although the U.S. site would not need this extra information, other country sites cannot make use
of the global catalog until it is added.

Product Pricing
Prices can be different between countries due to local market conditions, for example, because of
government regulations, import taxes, or simply because of different consumer expectations in
that country. Another reason for price differences is that different countries are likely to use dif-
ferent currencies.

It is not common for country sites to convert prices from one currency to another based on
current conversion rates. For example, let’s say the list price is US$37.98, and the current conver-
sion rate to British Pound is 1£ = US$1.746. In this case, it is theoretically possible for the system
to automatically calculate the price for the British site to be £21.75.

Even though such on-the-fly conversion is relatively easy to set up, few sites make use of it.
One reason is that with real-time currency conversion, prices would become unstable, changing
every time currency conversion rates change, thereby confusing customers in that country.
Another reason is that pricing is not only a matter of crunching numbers, but is also affected by
such factors as human psychology. It is common, for example, to see prices ending with 99 cents,
such as $29.99 or $39.99. This is an effective psychological mechanism to give the impression
that the prices are not actually $30 or $40, respectively, and automatic currency conversion would
take away the flexibility of such techniques from the product managers.

For all these reasons, typically pricing is controlled by each country, so each country site
must have the capability to specify prices for all products. Correspondingly, it needs staff dedi-
cated to determine and enter product prices.

In some cases, however, all prices are expressed in a single dominant currency, such as U.S.
dollar or euro. For example, multiple European sites can actually have the same prices, all
expressed in euro. Alternatively, a U.S.-based seller might sell certain products in U.S. dollars
even outside the United States. In this case, prices for many products could be the same,
expressed in the same currency. In such situations, it could be possible for multiple sites to base
their prices on the list price specified with the centrally managed product data.

However, even in these situations each country most
likely would need to override the price for at least some
products or for products in certain categories. We there-
fore see two approaches to managing prices with country
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Site administrators need to set
their own prices for products in
the global catalog.
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sites. With the first approach, prices for all products are never managed globally but are entirely
administered by each country’s administrators. With the second approach, the global catalog
includes list prices available for all countries. However, administrators of each country might
override the prices to suit local market needs.

Language Translation
When a multinational seller creates sites for various geographies, typically each geography needs
to present information in different languages. Therefore, each site must have the capability to
select the languages in which information is presented. If translations are not provided with cen-
trally prepared product data, each geography would need to add such translations.

Generally, experience shows that the best quality translations are prepared in the local
country. The reason might be that locally made translations take into account not only the strict
language rules, but also the local cultural conventions. Another possible reason could be that
translators local to the country are usually very familiar with the language; on the other hand, a
central organization might not find the best translation skills and sometimes uses people who are
not native speakers in the language.

Whatever the reason for this observation, it is important for the company to be aware of the
trade-off in this regard. Doing translations in each country is usually significantly more expensive
than concentrating the translation effort in one or two locations. On the other hand, a central
translation organization is likely to be disconnected from local culture and hence to produce
material of inferior quality.

Therefore, the best practice is to ensure that local countries are always involved in the
translation effort, even if it is concentrated in a central location. For example, sometimes transla-
tors are hired from the individual countries, working on assignment at the central location.
Another possibility is to involve the individual countries in testing the translated material to
ensure that it is of sufficiently high quality.

Sometimes a company cannot provide translations
for product information in all the necessary languages,
either due to financial restrictions or because products are
launched before translations are available. In this case,
each site must select the language to be used for those
products for which translation is unavailable. For
example, in a bilingual country like Canada or Belgium, if
information is not available in one language, presenting it
in the other official language might be acceptable. Another example occurs frequently in the
United States, where sometimes sites provide a shopping experience in Spanish. When Spanish
information is unavailable, showing the English version instead might be acceptable.

It is therefore important that each site can specify not only the preferred language, but also
the second and third choices of languages so that the lower-level choice is automatically used
whenever information in the preferred language is unavailable.
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Each site must specify a pre-
ferred language with an alterna-
tive. If a product description or a
marketing message is not avail-
able in the first preferred lan-
guage, it should be shown in the
alternative language.
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Best Practices for Product Administration of Country Sites
In Table 3.2, you can see the best practices for whether each kind of information is best managed
centrally or by each individual site. For each kind of information, this table describes the neces-
sary central and site-specific administration. The column with the “Yes” text indicates where the
bulk of work is anticipated to occur. To reduce costs, it is always preferable for the bulk of work
to be done centrally, but as we have seen, each site necessarily needs to carry responsibility for
some site-specific catalog administration.

Table 3.2 Best Practices for Administration of Product Information for Country Sites on a
Shared Platform

Administration Task Global Site Specific

Master product catalog Yes Some

Catalog inclusions and exclusions No Yes

Language-specific translations Yes Some

Pricing Some Yes

Marketing Management for Country Sites
Generally, in a multinational company, each country retains a large measure of control over the
marketing campaigns that it runs. Thus, for example, each country can make decisions on which
campaigns to run, which products to advertise, and even how to promote the products. At the
same time, in some situations the global marketing managers can help their country-specific
counterparts by preparing marketing collateral centrally.

Centrally Prepared Marketing Collateral
Sometimes a centrally managed global marketing organization prepares marketing collateral that
can be used worldwide. For example, the Coca-Cola soft drink brand is recognized all over the
world by its logo and its advertisements. This global marketing collateral is reflected in all of its
Web sites for each country where it does business.

This global marketing material can range from specific advertisements and text messages
to entire advertising scenarios that are put together based on detailed research with focus groups
or based on marketing intelligence. The marketing administrators for each country site should
then make use of those portions of the collateral that they see fit. The essential idea is to allow
country marketing managers the flexibility to focus on running the campaigns rather than spend-
ing huge resources in each country on preparing the collateral.

Nevertheless, given that marketing is an activity inherently related to the cultural environ-
ment of each site, it is usually unavoidable for marketing managers for individual country sites to
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have to create additional locally specific marketing collateral and make use of that in their mar-
keting campaigns. This local material can include country-specific advertisements, promotions,
or attention-getting multimedia content. Local administrators might also need to make adjust-
ments to the centrally prepared collateral, to account for local culture, language, and regulations.
In another common situation, an entire marketing campaign is specific to one country, such as
country-specific contests or gift giveaways. Going back to the Coca-Cola example, the Canadian
Coca-Cola site has a “You Could Carry the Olympic
Flame” contest, which is inherently specific to Canada
because this campaign is making use of Coca-Cola’s spon-
sorship of the 2010 Winter Olympic games in Vancouver.

Global Advertising Campaigns
The other way of sharing marketing material is not just to make images, text, or other collateral
available to the local marketing managers, but to actually create and run marketing campaigns
centrally. In this situation, the country sites included in the campaign automatically participate in
them—for example, showing a certain advertisement on the home page or recommending certain
products on the checkout page. This means that, without any involvement of administrators of the
affected country sites, customers visiting these sites would automatically be viewing the market-
ing messages of these global campaigns.

Inherently, such centrally managed campaigns have fewer capabilities than locally man-
aged marketing campaigns. For example, if the campaign scenario includes issuing a discount
coupon and sending an e-mail to all customers who have met certain criteria, it would be impru-
dent to impose these activities on countries without ensuring that these offers are available in
each country.

One important limitation is that the company must ensure that the centrally managed mar-
keting campaigns do not violate local cultural or ethical conventions. For example, let’s say a
global campaign uses a customer’s browsing history, and if it’s determined that the customer has
visited a related Web site, a certain offer is shown. Such marketing techniques of using cus-
tomers’ previous histories can be highly restricted by privacy regulations in some countries.
Therefore, it would be unwise to use these techniques in a centrally managed marketing cam-
paign because such a campaign would run a high risk of violating local regulations.

As a rule, centrally managed marketing campaigns ought to be used very carefully, and
only when it is deemed that the campaign must truly be global in scope. Perhaps the most com-
mon example in which a centrally managed advertising campaign would apply is a worldwide
launch of an important product. If the product is truly high profile, and it is introduced simultane-
ously worldwide, it could make sense for the global marketing administrators to reserve an area
on all the country sites to advertise that product for the duration of the product launch campaign.

Even if a company does decide to make use of such globally imposed campaigns, it would
be a good idea to give the administrators of each site the ability to opt out of the campaign. By
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make use of centrally prepared
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opting out, the country sites’ administrators make the deci-
sion that this entire centrally prepared campaign is inap-
plicable to their country, and therefore their site will not
show the corresponding content. With this opt-out option,
the administrators cannot fine-tune the campaign or make
use of portions of the centrally prepared content. However,
this option would be important if they realize that the
country’s site will end up in legal trouble if they allow the
globally imposed campaign, and yet there is no time to
explain the situation to the central marketing managers
and to convince them to change the campaign content to
comply with local regulations.

Best Practices for Marketing Management of Country Sites
The best practice is that global marketing management focuses only on the preparation of mar-
keting collateral, which it makes available to country-specific marketing administrators. The cen-
tral marketing department can also put together recommendations on how to employ certain
content and when it should be used. The administrators of each country site should have flexibil-
ity on selecting the materials that they use or preparing their own material. Using this combina-
tion of centrally and locally prepared collateral data, each country site might schedule its
marketing campaigns and assign them to the appropriate areas of the country site.

If the company wants to impose restrictions on the campaigns of different countries, such
as making sure that all the sites have consistent marketing content, this should be done by com-
municating the instructions to the administrators and relying on them to conform to the com-
pany’s marketing directives.

The tactic of creating the entire campaign centrally and imposing it on all sites should be
used only for truly global product events, such as important product announcements. Also, this
approach must be limited to advertising images only, without employment of complex marketing
scenarios.

Site Planning for Country Sites
Typically, in a multinational company, it should be the job of a central corporate organization to
make decisions to create new sites. Although allowing each country to create its own sites might
seem like a good idea, it is better to avoid delegating this responsibility because inevitably, even
with shared infrastructure, each site adds to the overall operating complexity and cost. Therefore,
the best practice is for this task to be handled by a central site planning organization, based on
overall corporate business planning, and based on requirements of each country. In some cases,
for example, a country might request to create additional sites for its market, or a decision might
need to be made to split a site that served several countries in a region into separate sites for each
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It is important to allow country
sites to retain freedom in how
they create marketing cam-
paigns. In most cases, centrally
imposed marketing campaigns
should be avoided. It is usually
better for a central marketing
organization to limit itself to the
preparation of marketing mate-
rial, and provide instructions and
directives to individual country
sites.
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country. In all these cases, it should be the job of site planning to not only review the needs for
new sites, but also to actually create the sites.

After site planning has created the new site, it is not yet ready to be made available to the
customers of that country. Before the site can be put into production, the country’s marketing and
product administrators must adjust it to local needs. This applies not only to the catalog and mar-
keting content, but also to some aspects of the site’s presentation. For example, the administrators
might want to set the welcome text on the home page or to modify the privacy statement. Some-
times some of the site capabilities need to be disabled, such as disallowing customer product
reviews for that country or changing the payment methods allowed on the site.

Generally, with country sites, the company would like to make sure that all the sites share a
similar overall look or theme, reflecting the company’s image. Because of the need for consis-
tency, the company is usually not interested in giving local
administrators too much flexibility in varying the look-
and-feel of their sites. Site planning must therefore be
careful to understand the needs of the various countries
and to ensure that the platform has enough flexibility to
allow such locally managed modifications, but does not
give options that would endanger the consistency of the
sites.

For example, the administrators of the site usually
need to change various text messages on the home page.
However, often it is better not to give the country site
administrators the ability to change the colors of the site or
to alter the placement of the navigation bar.

Presentation Template
A presentation template provides a unique look and flow for a site. It determines how the content
of the site is presented to the customers and how the customers are guided through the site. The
presentation template determines, for example, the set of pages that the site consists of, the navi-
gation of the catalog, the checkout flow, customer profile management, and order history display.

If a company wants to maintain a single brand image, it is best for the presentation template
to be developed centrally. This way, all the company’s sites in all countries look similar, and cus-
tomers have a consistent experience associated with the company’s sites.

Within this common experience, each country site should be able to make adjustments to
make the site appropriate to its needs. For example, in countries where several languages are in
use, customers might be asked to select their preferred language before entering the welcome
page, but other countries will show the welcome page immediately. The administrators who man-
age a country site might also want to change the text on some of the pages or even upload differ-
ent content, such as images or flash demos.
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A central corporate organization
should be responsible for the
decision to create a new site.
The site can be adjusted to the
needs of the specific country
after the site is created.

Depending on the local needs,
the shared commerce platform
should allow site changes to be
made by site administrators,
without having to involve the cen-
tral site planning organization.
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Well-written software should enable the country site administrators to make such changes
on their own, without having to ask IT personnel or any of the company’s site planning staff. In
other words, a shared commerce platform must ensure that its presentation template is both flex-
ible and adaptable to the needs of each country.

Nevertheless, in some cases it is impossible to use a single presentation template for all
countries. This can be due to language translations, where a given amount of text tends to take a lot
more space in one language compared to another language. In this case, it is convenient to create a
different presentation template, which is more suitable for use by the particular language group.

Another reason for needing multiple presentation
templates is to accommodate local culture and conven-
tions. For example, in China, Web pages are often quite
long, with many products shown on the welcome page. On
the other hand, in North America, pages tend to be rela-
tively short, not exceeding the length of the screen.

For these reasons, often the site planning team needs
to prepare several presentation templates. When creating
each site, the team would then specify the particular pres-

entation template applicable, thereby making sure that each country site is best-suited for the
local environment.

Business Rules
Business rules can vary significantly between countries. For example, in North America typically
payment is deposited only after the products are shipped, but in other geographies payment can
be collected as soon as the order is placed. Another example is payment methods: In North Amer-
ica, typically the entire payment is collected for the order, but in South America, it is very com-
mon to divide payment into multiple installments. In addition, there could be differences in the
way taxes are applied or even in the way amounts are rounded off after taxes are applied. A clas-
sical example of rounding rule differences is that in the United States, all calculations must be
rounded off to the nearest cent, which is one hundredth of the dollar, but in Japan, transactions
may be rounded to the Yen, and there are no fractions in this currency unit.

With such differences in business logic proliferating between countries, it is important that
each site can apply site-specific rules where necessary. Therefore, the administrators of each site
must be given the tools to specify the business rules that they need.

Sometimes these business rules need to be specified by line of business administrators; for
example, ideally, they need to set shipping charges or to establish approval policies. At the same
time, for many business rules it is acceptable if they are specified by IT personnel, as part of the
preparation and configuration of the software used by the commerce platform. For example, cur-
rency rounding rules are usually configured once and are not modified; hence, configuring these
rules is usually an IT job.
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The company’s presentation
templates should be developed
centrally by a single organization
to maintain a strong brand
image. Site planning can decide
to create multiple presentation
templates to satisfy local lan-
guage and cultural requirements.
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Therefore, it is critical to the success of the commerce platform that it uses well-written
software that provides the necessary flexibility for the administrators of country sites. The plat-
form must provide tools to the line of business administrators to configure their sites, without
having to ask IT personnel for every change that they make.

For example, the platform might provide an administration console, in which business
managers could enter their site’s shipping rules, shipping charges, payment rules, and so on.
Ideally, the line of business administrators should have the flexibility to manage all aspects of
their sites.

In reality, this infinite flexibility is, of course, impossible to achieve. What happens instead
is that the software is configured for many possible variations of business rules, such as different
types of approval workflows or different possible payment methods. The business administrators
can then select the business rules that apply best to their site and sometimes add additional con-
figuration to adapt the rules to their local environment.

If the managers of a country site come up with a new requirement that incorporates a new
kind of business rule or a new workflow, this requirement should be given to the developers of the
shared commerce platform. Such requirements would be considered for the next release of the
platform, based on such factors as the benefits of these improvements to this site and to other
sites.

It is important for the company to retain central control over the software used by the
shared commerce platform. The company cannot allow each country to write its own programs to
handle business rules of their site and contribute them to the system. First, such distributed devel-
opment would end up being quite expensive, with each country having to hire essentially the
same skills for similar kinds of work. Furthermore, experience has shown that software quality is
difficult to ensure; therefore, it is better if software is developed and tested by a single organiza-
tion, based on requirements of each country.

One of the biggest fears of business managers
whose site operates on a platform shared by other sites is
that their country’s requirements will not be accepted or
implemented on time by the central IT organization. We
discuss this concern in more detail in Part II of this book,
especially in Chapter 9, “Organizational Resistance,” and
in Chapter 10, “Managing Requirements.”

However, now the important point is that, despite
this concern, the company’s management must be careful
to ensure the development of the commerce platform and its supported business rules is central-
ized to a single group in the multinational company.
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The software that hosts the com-
pany sites should be created
centrally. This helps ensure qual-
ity of the sites. The various coun-
try sites can then select the
appropriate business rules and
make adjustments to configure
the rules for their country site.
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Order Management for Country Sites
Normally, order management and payment are the responsibility of each country or region. It
therefore makes sense to ensure that each country has the tools to review and edit customer orders
in the context of only its country, without being exposed to orders from other geographies. For
example, a shopper viewing the British site should not see any orders or shopping carts that she
might have created on the U.S. site. Similarly, the order administrators must have the ability to
see orders for each country, rather than having to sort through all orders placed in the system.

On the other hand, it is very common for multinational companies to enable a single call
center to take telesales orders from multiple countries. Therefore, when a sales agent takes an
order or provides information to a customer, it is important for that agent to have access to all the
country sites and to select the country site as the context for a conversation with a customer.

If a company employs a single organization for managing orders in several countries, this
organization effectively becomes the central administrator of orders in these sites. For example, a
company could create organizations to manage all orders in Europe and another organization for
managing orders in the United States. In this situation, order administration truly becomes a cen-
tralized task; that is, it is the responsibility of a central organization done on behalf of multiple
sites. The platform must, therefore, enable administrators to view and search through all orders in
the system.

Often, even if a company needs only a single
approach, it might require another one in the future. For
example, even if currently each country manages its own
orders, in the future the company might introduce a global
call center. Similarly, even if currently all orders are man-
aged centrally, at some point some of the larger countries
might demand their own dedicated call centers.

For this reason, it is usually a good idea to enable
both types of order management. In other words, ideally the platform should allow administrators
to view and edit orders in the context of each country and look at orders globally.

Customer Management for Country Sites
The key question with customer management is whether customers that have profiles with one
site should be recognized and given access to their profiles on another country’s site. So, for
example, if a U.S. customer wants to order from the European site, should that customer be able
to log in to the European site using a U.S. user ID?

This question does not have a single answer that applies to all possible cases. Each multina-
tional seller must consider its situation, based on the needs of its business. In general, there are
two kinds of factors to consider: the ease of doing business for the company itself and the con-
venience of the customer.
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Order management can be done
either in the context of a single
site or globally, where all orders
for all countries are visible to an
administrator. Ideally, the multi-
site platform should enable both
types of order management.
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From the seller’s point of view, allowing customers to use a single profile on multiple sites
can create business complexities that are difficult to overcome. Sometimes the countries’ regula-
tions might not even allow such access of foreign customers to a local site. Another restriction
might have to do with the use of customer profiles for marketing campaigns, which can have
varying regulations in different countries. Hence, even if the seller does want to allow the sharing
of customer profiles between country sites, the legal implications must be thoroughly investi-
gated first.

Sometimes the company might want to ensure that its customers always order from its
home sites. The reason for this restriction is to avoid having to deal with multicountry transac-
tions—for example, where orders coming from one country result in returns in another country.
Another possible reason to disallow customer profile sharing among sites is to avoid confusion in
the statistics data collected for the purpose of market analytics. Such statistical information can
be easier to analyze if it is clearly known that the customer base of each site can be considered
fully independent of customers of other sites.

In consumer retail, from the customers’ point of view, there is rarely any benefit from the
ability to use their profiles in multiple countries. Most typically, retail shoppers use the site of the
country where they reside and are not really interested in knowing about other country sites.

However, in B2B scenarios, this situation is different, and the ability to access multiple
sites can be valuable to customers. For example, if a customer is a multinational company or at
least a company with presence in multiple countries, to it being able to access all the supplier’s
country sites and place orders wherever its customers need them is very convenient.

One key benefit of sharing profiles among country
sites for business customers is that the profile contains not
only organizational addresses and payment methods, but
also the negotiated pricing and product terms. The ability
to make use of the negotiated contract worldwide is of
great benefit to such business customers. Therefore, the
sales organization of a multinational B2B seller must
make decisions as to which countries each customer
should be allowed to access with its contract terms and
conditions.

Summary
On a shared platform, the data can be viewed as falling into one of two categories: shared data,
which is used by many sites; and site-specific data, which is relevant to only one site. Table 3.3
summarizes the various kinds of administration needed for country sites.
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There are complications in allow-
ing customers to make pur-
chases with a single profile in
several country sites. Usually,
this ability does not have much
benefit for individual customers.
However, for multinational busi-
ness customers, this service can
be very valuable.
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Table 3.3 Summary of Types of Administration Tasks for Country Sites

Administration Task Central Administration Site-Specific Administration

Product management Master catalog—for example, Exclusions of specific products or
product and category descriptions categories from a country site.
and images. Products specific to only one
(Sometimes) List prices that are country.
used by multiple countries. Country-specific prices.

Marketing management Marketing collateral, such as Site-specific marketing collateral.
images or recommendations that Marketing campaigns can make 
can be used by all sites. use of both centrally prepared

and site-specific collateral 
information.

Site planning Presentation templates. Adjusting presentation template
Preprogrammed business rules. to local needs.
Creation of new sites. Adjusting business rules to local 

needs.

Order management Viewing and editing of orders, if Viewing and editing of orders, if
done across all sites. done in the context of one site.

Customer management Multinational business customers Consumers usually cannot access
are sometimes allowed to access multiple country sites with a
multiple country sites with a single single profile. Hence, their
profile. Hence, their profile is global. profile is site specific.

IT Preparation of software and —
business logic used by the 
commerce platform.
Administration of hardware and 
software used for the commerce 
platform.
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C H A P T E R 4

Sharing and Caring

Key Concepts:

Find the most appropriate method of sharing data among sites for each type of data within each
company’s scenario

Design administration processes to allow each site to adjust the centrally prepared data to suit
local needs

Develop centrally prepared data to be flexible and suitable for manipulation by individual sites

Create groups of sites to manage data shared among several sites closely affiliated with each
other

We saw in the preceding chapters that the administration activities of country sites are inherently
divided into two groups. The first is activities performed centrally for the benefit of all sites.
These activities create and maintain information made available to all sites. The second group is
the activities that are site-specific and that must be the responsibility of each site. With these
activities, administrators can create data unique to their sites or selectively make site-specific
modifications necessary to their sites.

In Chapter 3, “Administration of Country Sites on a Shared Platform,” we showed the typi-
cal separation of duties for administration of various types of data in country sites. In this chapter,
we generalize these ideas and show how they apply to several other multisite scenarios.

Organizing for Shared Data Administration
The distinction between the administration of shared data and the administration of site-specific
data is important not only for country sites, but for all other multisite scenarios as well. Any
shared commerce platform requires that administration processes be adapted to this pattern so
that the different sites can share common data.
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This distinction between shared and site-specific activities ought to be reflected in the orga-
nizational structure of the company. In other words, it is well advised that a company creates
departments that produce information to be shared by many sites, and that associated with each
site there should be departments responsible for managing site-specific data. Figure 4.1 gives a
simple illustration of such division of responsibilities among departments.
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Commerce
Business Head

Office

Common
Tasks

Tasks for
Site A

Tasks for
Site B

Tasks for
Site C

Figure 4.1 Division of responsibilities among departments for administration of shared and site-
specific data

However, people generally do not like arrangements in which their work is dependent on material
prepared by someone else. For example, one of the worst punishments that can be inflicted on
employees is to ask them to take over someone else’s work. Somehow, when people have to use
work prepared by others, they start finding all sorts of faults with the work that had not been
noticed before. Sometimes this happens because when personal responsibility becomes involved,
people start paying more attention to detail. However, in many cases, this is simply a matter of
differences in style and approach, and people are unwilling to adjust themselves to other styles.

The situation is no different with sharing data among sites: Each site inherently wants to be
unique, and adopting information prepared elsewhere can be difficult and time-consuming. The
big trick is to achieve a balance, so that most of the information is shared, yet each site preserves
its uniqueness, and using the centrally prepared information within each site is easy. To use a col-
loquial expression, this would mean having your cake and eating it, too.

We therefore use the analogy of “sharing and caring” to describe the kind of culture that is
necessary for the successful division of duties into central- and site-specific administrators. The
central administrators must carefully consider the needs of the various sites and design shared
data in such a way as to make it easy for individual sites to adapt the data to their needs. On the
other hand, site-specific administrators must be willing to understand the structure of centrally
prepared data and learn ways of adapting that data to their needs.
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Sharing Approaches
Individual sites might adopt centrally managed information in several ways, which are illustrated
in Figure 4.2. Really, the options are the degree of flexibility that each site has in adopting the
shared information to its needs. As you can see from the figure, there are three fundamental
approaches on how a site can deal with information it receives from the company’s headquarters:
Opt-out, Enforce, and Adapt.
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Enforce

Here’s the ad to be used in our
new advertising campaign.

Make sure you publish it as is
on the home page of your site.

Too bad. I was going to
use another ad. I hate
corporate directives!

Opt-Out

Adapt

Here’s an ad to be used in
our new advertising

campaign. See what you
can do with it.

Hmm…seems okay, but we
have so many other things
to advertise on our site. I’ll

use it only on Mondays and
Thursdays on the checkout

page.

Here’s an ad to be used
in our new advertising

campaign. See if it
makes sense for you.

These corporate guys
have no understanding
of the real market! I’ll

use my own ad instead!

Figure 4.2 Illustration of fundamental approaches to dealing with shared information that a site
receives from the head office

Opt-Out
In the Opt-out approach, a site’s administrators deem the centrally prepared data to be of no use
to that site at all, in which case the site administrators will need to prepare their own data. For
example, central administrators might prepare a marketing campaign, such as advertising for var-
ious products. However, the administrators of a specific site deem the entire campaign and all the
associated collateral to be inapplicable to their market, and they opt out of it, which means that
the campaign will not be running on their site.
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This scenario is really the worst case, which implies no data sharing at all. The site would
have to bear the cost of preparing all necessary data for itself and cannot benefit from work
already done by the company. As we describe later in this chapter, such situations are sometimes
unavoidable but certainly should be minimized.

Enforce
The Enforce approach is another extreme, in that a company forces individual site administrators
to use certain data as is, without the ability to opt out or to adapt the data to their needs. For
example, with this approach, central administrators could create an advertising campaign and
impose it so that all the sites show the advertisement on their home page.

When companies use this approach, administrative costs of the sites do get reduced
because information that is used by all the sites is prepared and managed by a single group of
central administrators. However, this would be a radical solution to cost escalation of multiple
sites. With the Enforce approach, site administrators are deprived of their ability to manage their
site and adjust the site to the needs of their customers. Hence, with this approach, the individual-
ity of the site is compromised, and if used excessively, it can destroy the whole business reason
for a site’s existence.

Nevertheless, in some cases, this approach is necessary, either as a way of imposing busi-
ness policies on all sites or to ensure consistency of the look-and-feel of the company’s sites.

One aspect of shared platform administration where the Enforce approach is necessary is
with regard to IT services. The IT tasks associated with the maintenance of hardware and soft-
ware, such as upgrades, backups, and system monitoring, are shared for all sites. For example, if
the software is upgraded to a new version, this affects all sites, and there is no way for one site to
opt out of the upgrade.

Adapt
Finally, the Adapt approach tries to allow a site to make use of centrally prepared data without
having to present the data to its customers if it is unsuitable to the needs of the site. In this
approach, each site adapts the centrally prepared data to suit its own needs.

Site administrators can make several typical types of adjustments to centrally prepared
data. One technique is for site administrators to select a portion of the cenrally prepared data to be
used on their site and exclude whatever is not relevant to them. For example, administrators
might exclude products or categories from the company’s centrally prepared catalog that should
not be available on the site.

Administrators might also add their own site-specific information. An example of this is
unique products that are available only on one site. If the administrators add products in their site,
these products would exist only in the context of this site and would not be available on other sites.

Another technique allows site administrators to alter portions of the centrally prepared
data, while using the bulk of it. For example, they might want to change the product description
or to override the price, while keeping the rest of the information unchanged.
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Application of Sharing Approaches to Country Sites
We have already described the typical division of responsibilities for administration of country
sites. In that scenario, central administrators were responsible for such tasks as preparing the
global catalog, designing common marketing collateral, creating new sites, and maintaining the
overall platform.

Based on that discussion, Table 4.1 shows how the sharing approaches apply to country sites.

Table 4.1 Application of Sharing Approaches to Country Sites

Administration Task Opt-Out Enforce Adapt

Product management No No Yes

Marketing Yes Yes Yes

Site planning No No Yes

Order management No Yes (if shared) No

Customer management No Yes (if shared) No

IT No Yes No

For country sites, all countries use the same global catalog, which they must adjust to their needs,
for example, by excluding certain products or by adding country-specific information. Hence,
this approach to product management can be classified as Adapt.

On the other hand, companies might need to use multiple approaches for administration of
marketing data. The Adapt approach is the most common, where central administration prepares
the marketing collateral, and the local administrators can select the appropriate material and
employ it on their sites. In some cases, however, the country site might choose to prepare its own
advertisements and other marketing collateral; that is, they would use the Opt-out approach to
managing marketing information.

In some cases, such as for global product launches, central administrators might use the
Enforce approach so that the same advertisement appears on many sites at the same time. If a cer-
tain country is not ready for such a global campaign, then again, it would need to use the Opt-out
option so that the global campaign does not run on this particular site.

We consider site planning to be an example of the
Adapt approach. Although the creation of a site is entirely
managed by a central organization, after a site is created,
the local administrators could adjust its content and its
look, and therefore adapt it to the local needs.

For country sites, customer management is frequently
not shared at all, in the sense that each country manages its
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If the platform does not provide
tools for site administrators to
adjust their site and its content to
their needs, then this platform is
suboptimal and is too limiting for
the company’s needs.
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own customers. However, in some cases, especially in B2B situations, a single customer might need
to have access to multiple country sites. In this case, customer registration is treated as a type of
Enforce approach because the registration is done centrally for all sites.

Order management is also often not shared among country sites because each country man-
ages its own orders. However, if a single organization is employed to manage orders in several
countries, the approach is Enforce. In other words, the administration of orders is entirely in the
domain of the central organization and is not affected by local administrators.

Finally, IT is entirely within the Enforce approach because a single organization maintains
all sites, and the individual sites have no capability to make software or hardware decisions.

The Concept of Sharing and Caring
A company’s ability to share data between sites depends on the use of sharing and caring. To max-
imize the benefit of centrally managed data, a company needs to create a culture in which the
administrators of individual sites are willing to spend the effort to adjust themselves to this data. It
might not seem to be as convenient as the data being designed specifically for that site, but in many
cases it is simply a matter of getting used to this style of administration. The use of shared data will
be natural when this form of sharing becomes the administration style of the company’s sites.

On the one hand, central administrators must be careful that the shared data that they pre-
pare can be easily adjusted. On the other hand, for sharing of data to be effective, the company’s
commerce platform must be designed in a way that is conducive to sharing data. The commerce
platform must be such that, when necessary, the administrators can add their own site-specific
data or opt out of using certain portions of the centrally prepared data. This behavior is similar to
“caring”; that is, the company’s centrally managed data must be structured in a way that makes it
easy to be adjusted to the needs of individual sites, or, if necessary, for sites to opt out of using it
altogether.

Ideally, for each kind of information, the company should make the appropriate manage-
ment decision based on business requirements. For example, whether the company uses globally
imposed marketing campaigns using the Enforce approach or whether each site should create its
own campaigns using the Adapt approach should be entirely a business decision. Unfortunately,
however, sometimes this decision is not based on business requirements but on the capabilities of
the underlying platform. The platform might not provide the tools for site administrators to adjust
their site and its business rules to their needs. If this is the case, clearly the platform is subopti-
mal; in other words, it is too limiting for the company’s needs.

In the rest of this chapter, we discuss the ideal sharing arrangements for the various kinds of
data for several typical multisite scenarios. In this discussion, we assume that the company’s
sharing-and-caring concept is properly implemented; in other words, we talk about the ideal shar-
ing arrangements for each type of data from the business point of view.

Later, in Part III of this book, we explore the various techniques that designers and archi-
tects can use to create a flexible multisite platform. In fact, many companies have succeeded in
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this effort and have created platforms that created dozens or even hundreds of sites on a single
platform without sacrificing the personality of each individual site.

Let’s now examine several other multisite scenarios and describe the typical division of
duties in administration of shared and site-specific data. In some cases, the distribution of respon-
sibilities can be done differently than the way we describe; however, the purpose here is not to
describe every possible scenario, but only to present the best practices in some typical situations
that have been encountered in the industry for the most common types of data.

Administration of Company Division Sites
A company whose divisions correspond to distinct brands usually needs to create separate sites for
its divisions. If a brand has its own set of products, its own customer base, and its own marketing
strategy appropriate to the brand’s business, it makes sense for the brand to have its own site.

In another scenario the company has only a single brand, but the company’s business is
organized into divisions, with each division responsible for marketing its product line. In this
case, again each division is responsible for establishing its own catalog of products and fre-
quently runs its own marketing campaigns. It is common in this situation for the company to cre-
ate separate sites for the divisions.

The company’s divisions can also be the results of acquisitions of other sellers, and these
acquired companies have not been merged into the larger business but still operate largely inde-
pendently. In this situation, each division usually requires its own sites.

Although these scenarios have completely different business reasons for the organization’s
structure, they do have many similarities in the way they approach their commerce business. In
all these cases, each division is responsible for the determination of the products that it sells and
for marketing those products. Furthermore, the divisions might have unique business rules, such
as ordering and shipping procedures, or returns rules that distinguish them from each other.

Because each division is inherently unique, it is impossible to concentrate much of the
administration in a central organization. Nevertheless, the parent company can and should mini-
mize the overall costs involved in online commerce and also ensure that the divisions work well
together within the overall company.

For example, site planning and IT are best left in the hands of central administrators. This
helps reduce costs, and also allows the company to coordinate the development of sites among
divisions.  On the other hand, typically, it is best to allow each division to do its own product man-
agement, marketing, and order management. The proper treatment of customer management
depends on scenario; that is, sometimes it is rightfully the responsibility of each division, but
sometimes it is best if customers are managed centrally for the benefit of the entire company. The
typical distribution of responsibilities for the case in which the company has largely independent
divisions is shown in Table 4.2.
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Table 4.2 Administration Tasks for Company Division Sites

Administration Task Global Site Specific

Product management Some Yes

Marketing No Yes

Site planning Yes No

Order management No Yes

Customer management Yes (in some scenarios) Yes (in some scenarios)

IT Yes No

Let’s now examine more closely each of the areas of administration for the scenarios in which a
company creates sites for its divisions. Even though the responsibilities can vary vastly depend-
ing on specific scenario, we highlight some of the typical situations that arise.

Product Management for Company Division Sites
When a company creates sites for company divisions, generally each division is responsible for
preparing and maintaining its products catalog. Thus, for example, when the divisions are differ-
ent brands, there is no reason to have any involvement of a central product management organiza-
tion in catalog management, but rather each brand should have both the freedom and the
responsibility to create and maintain this data.

The situation might be more complicated when the company has a single brand, and each
division is responsible for a product line. In this case, it is likely beneficial for the company to
produce a single catalog that would include products from all divisions. With such a unified cata-
log, the company can create a site that sells products from multiple divisions and thereby allow
customers to have a single view of all products within the company’s brand.

However, creating a single catalog and a single site for all the company’s products is not
always possible. The reality is that the divisions frequently operate differently from each other
and have completely different business rules and procedures. For example, a division selling
heavy equipment probably deals mostly with large business customers and probably does a lot of
credit financing, whereas other divisions might mostly sell to consumers using retail business
rules. Some divisions might collect information on where and how the products are to be used,
but other divisions do not need such data. These are but a few examples; however, you can easily
see that it is not always possible for a large company to agree on a single set of business rules and
to produce a single catalog of all its products.

Therefore, the company has no choice but to delegate the administration of products to
each division. However, even if product management is not centralized, it is still advisable for the
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company to at least enforce a common high-level master catalog hierarchy so that each division
adds products within a clear area of the overall catalog. The advantage of this approach is that the
company will then at least retain the option for the future of creating a single site with products
from multiple divisions.

As the business evolves, in the future such a unified site might become more and more
important to the company’s customers. The company might start building this site slowly, adding
only a few product lines at a time, and perhaps only for the benefit of certain business customers.
To create the combined site, the company would need to resolve other issues, such as how to
process an order that contains items from multiple divisions. However, even if at present such an
order is impossible, at least planning for it can be useful so that the future possibility of a unified
site is not closed by the way the commerce platform is managed.

With regard to product management, probably the most important aspect of such planning
is to make sure that the catalogs of all divisions are fundamentally compatible. For example, the
different divisions should never use the same part numbers for their products. This way, if it is
necessary to create a single catalog with products from different divisions, at least the product
numbers will not be standing in the way.

If inherently some products are common to multiple divisions, the divisions ought to agree
on their part numbers and on the category to which these products belong. This way, in the future
producing a combined catalog will become much easier, with no product conflicts to resolve.

We conclude that with company division sites, product management is the responsibility of
each division. However, if there is any possibility that the company will want to have a combined
catalog in the future, there is the need for the central administrators to impose an overall high-
level structure, like identifying duplicate products and a part numbering scheme used across the
company.

Therefore, product management for company division sites follows the Adapt approach.
Ideally, the divisions should adapt to the global catalog management policies, but at the same
time each division manages its products and categories independently.

Marketing Management for Company Division Sites
In the vast majority of scenarios in which sites are created for company divisions, each division is
responsible for its marketing activities. Certainly, this is true when a site corresponds to a brand
or an acquired company. This situation is also most typical when a division creates a site for its
line of products. After all, if the company has made the decision that the product line is so unique
as to deserve its own division to manage it, most likely the marketing activities are going to be
managed by that division.

Nevertheless, in this case of divisions responsible for product lines, when the company as a
whole wants to conduct a high-profile marketing activity in support of its own image, it might
want to ask each of the sites to add some common advertising. Although it would be unwise for
central administrators to actually create such activities on the divisions’ sites, they might issue
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directives and requests for divisions to ensure their sites comply with the company’s strategy.
Central administrators might also provide images or other collateral information in support of
such global marketing activities to ensure consistency across all the company’s sites.

Therefore, the sharing approach for marketing information for division sites is Adapt.

Site Planning for Company Division Sites
If a company’s divisions correspond to product lines, a new site would be needed whenever a
division’s standalone site is migrated to the shared commerce platform. A less frequent scenario
would be when a company reorganizes—for example, merging divisions, selling or shutting
down some divisions, or creating new divisions. Site planning would then be responsible to deter-
mine the company’s changing needs and implement the necessary changes in the company’s
commerce sites.

When company divisions correspond to independent brands, a new site needs to be created
whenever an additional brand transitions its site from a standalone platform to the company’s
shared commerce platform.

Finally, when divisions are created to manage acquired companies, it is reasonable to
expect that after each acquisition, the new division will move the corresponding site from its cur-
rent platform to the parent company’s common commerce platform.

It is important that a central site planning organization be in place with the responsibility
and the necessary authority to plan for and to create new sites. Site planning would ensure that the
entire platform is developed in an orderly manner and is capable of handling the needs of all the
divisions.

As each site is created, the site’s administrators must adjust its presentation to their needs.
Depending on scenario, these adjustments can be quite extensive. For example, if the sites are
created for different acquired companies or for different brands, the look-and-feel of each brand
might need to be completely different.

The most expensive and time-consuming approach would be for site planning to commis-
sion a new presentation template for each division that is deployed on the platform. With this
approach, there is maximum flexibility in the site’s presentation; however, it would significantly
detract from the cost savings achieved by the use of the common platform.

Limiting the variability in the sites’ look-and-feel, however, does provide a more cost-
efficient way of adjusting the sites. The presentation template for the platform could be designed
in such a way that each site can make a limited set of modifications that enable it to work with the
same template. For example, the site could be allowed to choose the color scheme, the position-
ing of the menu or navigation bars, or different versions of shopping flow. You can see a
schematic example of this approach in Figure 4.3.
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Figure 4.3 Simple changes to site look-and-feel

In this simple example, the larger corporation has acquired two companies: One sells toys and
another sells cameras. Both of them use the same presentation template; however, the local
administrators have adjusted the look-and-feel of their sites in several ways. For example, they
chose different color schemes to correspond with their brand image. This color scheme could
apply both to background colors of the different portions of the site and the font color. Another
modification is the placement of the navigation bar. For ABC Toys, the categories are displayed
vertically on the left side of the screen. For Joe’s Cameras, the top-level categories are displayed
horizontally, in the upper part of the screen. Finally, each of the divisions has uploaded its logo,
which is displayed in the top-left corner of the screen. As a result of these small changes, and
thanks to site-specific products and marketing campaigns, the sites seem quite different from
each other.

However, all these techniques might not be enough to truly give a site the individual look
and purchasing flow that it requires. One possibility of alleviating the need for all sites to look
alike is to develop several presentation templates, such as one for use by B2B sites and one for
use by B2C sites. In this case, each site can choose the most appropriate template that fits its
needs. With this approach, when a site is created, it is associated with the appropriate presentation
template that best suits the purpose of the site. In addition to selecting the presentation template,
the administrators could also fine-tune the presentation by choosing the color scheme or the
placement of the navigation bar, as we previously described. Combining these techniques might
be sufficient to give individual sites sufficient personality to satisfy the divisions’ requirements.

The central site planning organization is responsible not only for creation of new sites, but
also for ensuring that the platform has the necessary capabilities, both with regard to its presenta-
tion and its performance and scalability. The job of site planning is to ensure that the commerce
platform can create as many sites as the company needs and allow the site administrators to adjust
them to local needs.
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As each new site is created, the platform might need to provide additional capabilities, such
as new types of modifications to presentation templates, or even entirely new presentation tem-
plates, enhancements to business logic, integration with external systems, and so on. It is also
important to monitor the operation of the commerce platform and to ensure that it is capable of
handling the increased workload due to new or changed sites.

Therefore, just like for country sites, the sharing approach of site planning for division sites
is Adapt. The central site planning organization is necessary not only to create additional sites,
but also to ensure that the platform is capable of fulfilling the needs of the divisions that use it.
However, the administrators of each site are responsible for adjusting the look and content of the
site to their specific needs.

Order Management for Company Division Sites
When the sites of company divisions manage different products, frequently the divisions are also
responsible for order management. For example, if one division sells small packaged goods while
another division sells bulky equipment, the orders for the different kinds of products are probably
processed separately. Because of the differences in the product lines, each division most likely
has its own rules on shipping, payment processing, and fulfillment; therefore, each division needs
to retain control over the handling of its orders. 

However, to consolidate its operations, a company might still try to concentrate order man-
agement in the hands of a single organization. This requires integration among many different
order management and fulfillment systems so that it is possible to manage many different kinds
of orders. This also requires greater training for the order management personnel to make sure
they are familiar with the procedures involving the different kinds of orders accepted by different
sites. If the company finds ways to resolve these issues, it is likely to achieve considerable cost
savings in that the company could eliminate much duplication in its order management expenses.
If the integration is fully achieved, the administrators would be able to view all the company’s
orders across all divisions supported by the platform.

Nevertheless, such level of integration among divisions is frequently difficult or even
impossible to achieve, and there is no choice but to leave order management to the responsibili-
ties of each division. The use of a shared platform may help by allowing administrators to look at
orders on a site-by-site basis. In other words, most likely administrators would still be searching
for orders, viewing them, and editing them, only in the context of each individual site, rather than
trying to sort through all the company’s orders across all sites. With a shared platform, the admin-
istrators would be able to easily select the site and work on the orders within that site.

Therefore, from an order management point of view, the approach to managing this kind of
data is Opt-out; in other words, each site’s administrators would normally handle their orders
separately.
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Customer Management for Company Division Sites
When sites correspond to different brands or to different companies that have been acquired, it is
most typical that each customer’s profile is associated with only one site. From the customers’
point of view, when they registered on a brand’s site, they were not at all aware that this brand is
using the same commerce platform as other brands owned by the company. Therefore, the cus-
tomers would be extremely surprised to find that their profile exists on the site of a different
brand.

However, when the company is perceived to be a single brand, and the divisions correspond
to different product lines, the situation is very different. Whether the customers are consumers or
businesses, from their point of view, they would much rather deal with the company using a
single profile, instead of having to create a separate profile for each line of products. Therefore, in
this case, it is much better for the company to ensure that customer registration is done through a
single mechanism so that registration on any site results in a global profile that applies to the
entire platform and the customers can access all the sites that they need.

When customer profiles are shared among sites, the management of such profiles must be
done centrally for the whole company. This means that a single centrally managed organization is
responsible for such activities as profile updates, password resets, and even some types of cus-
tomer complaints. Hence, the sharing approach of customer information is Enforce.

IT for Company Division Sites
Although each division might have very distinct business rules, it does not mean that IT responsi-
bility must also rest with each division. Rather it makes more sense to combine the IT infrastruc-
ture, including both hardware and software, in a single platform that serves all the divisions.

The job of the IT department in this environment is to design and build a platform that gives
the lines of business within each division enough flexibility to manage its business data and to
respond to business requirements when IT-related changes to software or presentation templates
are needed. This complex task requires a talented and well-organized IT group to accomplish it. 

The best evidence that it is possible for a single IT group to create a platform that responds
to requirements of multiple divisions is that this has been accomplished by many large companies
in different industries. In some cases, these companies develop a proprietary platform in their
own IT shop, but frequently they base their platform on prepackaged application software pur-
chased from a software vendor.

Typically, such prepackaged software can be used as a base for the platform, although
inevitably there is effort required to customize the software to the company’s needs and some-
times even to develop additional capabilities that the software does not provide “out of the box.”

Regardless of the approach taken to develop the commerce platform, the key point we
would like to emphasize here is that the whole development and maintenance process must be
done by a single, central IT organization, which tracks the needs of the entire company. This is
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essentially the Enforce approach, in which a central group creates the shared commerce platform
based on requirements collected from each participating business organization.

Effects of Reorganizations
Typically, each division within a company controls its own business, including such diverse
aspects as product management, marketing, and order management. Therefore, with division
sites, it is not unusual for each division to manage its marketing campaigns and promotions and
to perform order management and fulfillment.

However, this arrangement can easily change to one in which responsibilities are not so
clear. A classical example of this is telecom companies.

Example of the Impact of Reorganization on the Division of 
Administration Responsibilities
The traditional management structure of telecom companies used to be along product lines.
For example, they would have divisions for land lines, for wireless, Internet access, and
cable TV. They realized, however, that this arrangement greatly impeded their ability to
compete with newer, more agile companies that offer bundles of different products, such as
a bundle of home phone, wireless, and Internet services. Therefore, many of the older tele-
com companies started reorganizing themselves along market segments, rather than along
product lines. For example, some of the companies created divisions for Consumers, Small
and Medium Companies, and Large Enterprise.

With this arrangement, each division can focus on its customers, providing the best possible
service out of the range of products in the company’s portfolio. The result is that each divi-
sion is now clearly responsible for its own marketing, while product management and order
management are not the responsibility of the division. Rather, the company needs to create
a new central organization out of the combination of previously existing departments, which
serves the entire company in preparing the products catalog.

Similarly, although previously order management was clearly the responsibility of each divi-
sion, after reorganization the company has to find a way to process orders that contain com-
pletely different products. Therefore, again, as a result of the company’s transformation,
order management changes from being the responsibility of each division to being managed
by a central organization.

Table 4.3 compares the distribution of responsibilities for site administration in the preced-
ing example before and after the company’s reorganization. We see that the picture changed dras-
tically; now much of the administration is done centrally, whereas before each division operated
largely independently of the others.
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Table 4.3 Division of Administration Tasks for Company Division Sites Before and 
After Reorganization

Before Reorganization After Reorganization

Administration Task Global Site Specific Global Site Specific

Product management No Yes Yes Some

Marketing No Yes Some Yes

Site planning No Yes Yes No

Order management No Yes Yes No

Customer management No Yes Yes Yes 
(in some scenarios) (in some scenarios)

IT No Yes Yes No

Administration of Market Segment Sites
A company can decide to create sites that fill the needs of particular market segments. For
example, it is common to create separate B2B and B2C sites, in which the B2B site serves the
needs of business customers, and the B2C site serves the needs of consumers. Even within a
single segment, multiple sites might be needed, such as a site for the government sector, educa-
tion sector, utilities, and so on, within the B2B segment.

Typically, central administrators should perform as many tasks as possible on behalf of all
sites. Site-specific administration should include only making necessary adjustments to the cata-
log and managing marketing campaigns specific to the segment.

Table 4.4 shows a summary of division of responsibilities between central- and site-
specific administration.

Table 4.4 Administration Tasks for Market Segment Sites

Administration Task Global Site Specific

Product management Yes Some

Marketing Yes Yes

Site planning Yes No

Order management Yes No

Customer management Yes No

IT Yes No
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Product Management for Market Segment Sites
When sites are created to fill the need for a particular market segment, the products on each site
are all drawn from the same centrally prepared catalog. However, only a subset of products might
be relevant to an individual site. Also, due to the specifics of each segment, some sites might need
to organize their products differently—that is, to create a different categorization structure in
their catalogs.

To appreciate this distinction better, consider how you would organize a catalog of office
furniture for the B2C sector, where the customers are consumers, versus organizing the same
products for the government sector, where customers are procurement officers working for
governments.

Example of Catalog Differences Between Sites Targeted at 
Consumers Versus Government Procurement
The following are the typical office furniture categories you would find on the Web site of
Staples, Inc. (www.staples.com):

Armoires

Bookcases

Chairmats & floormats

Chairs

Desk accessories

Desks & collections

Entertainment centers

Filing cabinets

Furniture collections

Lamps & lighting

Office furnishings

Panels & partitions

Shelving

Storage cabinets

Tables
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On the other hand, the following are the categories of office furniture you would find in a
GSA catalog for the government procurement sector:

Conferencing tables

Credenzas

Desk returns

Desks

Desktop organizer hutches

Drafting tables

Filing cabinets or accessories

Mail sorters or organizers

Mobile files

Modular furniture connectors

Pedestals

Projector stands or carts

Table base

Other office furniture

You see in this example that although the products offered to the different sectors are
largely the same, it is important to present them in a way that is most appropriate to each market
segment. Buyers for a government office would be comfortable and productive searching through
the second catalog, whereas retail consumers would much prefer the set of categories in the first
catalog, which are easy to understand and are geared to their typical needs.

Another characteristic of market segment sites is the need to create different names for cer-
tain products to suit the needs of that segment. For example, a “lifejacket” on a consumer site
might need to be called a “PFD (Personal Flotation Device)” on a site used for government
procurement.

Each product in the site’s catalog normally has a part number, or SKU, which uniquely
identifies the item. These part numbers are usually unique to each seller; in fact, many sellers
have long forgotten the logic of their particular numbering scheme. Shoppers of each site simply
get used to writing down and remembering the part numbers if they want to purchase the same
item repeatedly. However, in some market segments, this is not acceptable, but instead an indus-
try-standard numbering scheme must be followed. One of the most famous examples of this is the
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set of UN/SPC codes, which stands for the United Nations Standard Product and Services Classi-
fication. It is a nomenclature standard used by several industries, and any sellers dealing in these
industries would be well advised to make sure their sites accept the UN/SPC codes in place of
part numbers for products within their catalog.

Product pricing for market segment sites is usually based on the list price of each product.
However, it is common for a market segment site to assign percentage discounts or uplifts to spe-
cific products or categories based on the conditions of their markets. In addition, occasionally
individual products might need to be assigned prices that are specific within only one segment
and are not based on the company’s list price.

We thus see how all the market segment sites can use the same catalog, yet each site might
need to create adjustments in product information that are needed only for its segment. In some
cases, the adjustments are best managed by the site itself, such as managing its specific terminol-
ogy or categorizations of products.

In other cases, it is better to rely on central administrators to manage all product-related
information. This is usually the case with part numbers, where both the company’s SKUs and a
nomenclature standard might need to be accepted. It is advisable that all such part numbers are
managed centrally because they involve many products within the catalog, and it is easier to
maintain this information as part of the overall product management. In addition, if the nomen-
clature part numbers are managed centrally, other sites have the option to benefit from multiple
nomenclatures.

Sharing Approaches for Market Segment Sites
For reasons of brevity, we refrain from a detailed discussion of each data type for market segment
sites. Rather, we summarize the typical approaches to administration of data taken for this sce-
nario in Table 4.5.

Table 4.5 Sharing Approaches for Market Segment Sites

Administration Task Opt-Out Enforce Adapt

Product management No No Yes

Marketing Yes No Yes

Site planning No No Yes

Order management No Yes No

Customer management No Yes No

IT No Yes No
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From the seller’s point of view, market segment sites are created for the benefit of the customers,
and the seller must ensure that they do not result in rapidly increasing costs. Therefore, it is best
to ensure that all other aspects of site administration, such as order management, customer man-
agement, site planning, and IT, are all handled by central administration organizations for the
benefit of all sites.

To properly position each site for each intended market segment, the company needs to
ensure that the administrators of each site can manage marketing campaigns separately. That
means that although some marketing campaigns might be global and show up on all sites, indi-
vidual sites must create their own advertising campaigns and even their own promotions.

Administration of Large Customer Sites
It is relatively unusual to create a site for the benefit of a single customer. This would be done
only if the customer’s business is big enough to justify the expense of a unique site, and if the
requirements of the customer are so unique that they truly could not be directed to employ the
regular site directed at that industry.

For example, if all that is required is customer-specific prices, and exclusions or inclusions
of specific products, this normally should not require separate sites for each customer. Rather, a
single B2B site can be designed in such a way that customer contract information is stored as part
of the customer’s profile, and the site displays products and prices in accordance with the con-
tractual arrangements.

A customized site can become unavoidable when the customer needs unique business rules
specific to its business. Such unique rules could include requirements for complex order approval
workflows, unique information to be entered as part of the checkout, or an integration of the pro-
curement workflow with the customer’s systems.

Another situation in which a site is needed is when the seller must create a large number of
products that are available only to that customer. In this case, management of such custom prod-
ucts becomes part of site-specific catalog management.

If the customer is large enough, the contract arrangement might be so detailed that the
seller needs to employ a dedicated account team to manage products and prices just for that cus-
tomer. Nevertheless, even in this case, the seller must make sure that the centrally managed cata-
log is used as the basis for the site, and only the necessary changes have to be managed within the
context of the customer.

Generally, with large customer sites, all other activities are done by central administration
organizations. Thus, a single organization should manage and fulfill orders for all customers,
regardless of the sites they use. Central IT and site planning departments should develop and acti-
vate all sites for large customers, instead of having site planning personnel dedicated to each
large customer.

The summary of division of responsibilities between central- and site-specific administra-
tion is shown in Table 4.6.
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Table 4.6 Administration Tasks for Large Customer Sites 

Administration Task Global Site Specific

Product management Yes Yes

Marketing Yes No

Site planning Yes No

Order management Yes No

Customer management Yes Yes

IT Yes No

Based on this division of responsibilities, Table 4.7 shows the sharing approaches that typically
apply to large customer sites.

Table 4.7 Sharing Approaches for Large Customer Sites

Administration Task Opt-Out Enforce Adapt

Product management No No Yes

Marketing No Yes Yes

Site planning No No Yes

Order management No Yes No

Customer management No No Yes

IT No Yes No

Notice that the approach used for customer management is Adapt; that is, this activity is done
both at the central- and site-specific levels. Generally, companies prefer to create a central repos-
itory of customer data to make sure that all information is consistent and avoids duplication in
customer profile registrations. For example, this was the case with company division sites and
with market segment sites.

However, a large customer site has an additional qualification that it is restricted to only a
single customer. Therefore, part of the site configuration is to select the organizations that can use
the site.

In addition, it is quite common that a large company might request a specific process for
registration of its employees; therefore, the customer registration process on the site would need
to be adapted to the needs of this customer. Customers can also request other unique processes,
such as order approvals. In some cases, they might require roles that are relevant only to their site.
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For example, a company might have employees who are authorized only to look at the catalog
and create a shopping cart, with no authority to submit an order, and other employees who are
responsible for taking over the order and managing it through the approval process.

Because such processes can be unique to large customers, it is important that a site created
for them can be customized in the area of customer management. The set of roles available,
approval processes, and registration process all might need to be altered compared to the standard
processes offered to smaller B2B customers.

For this reason, we say that customer management for large customer sites uses the Adapt
approach. On the one hand, it uses a company’s global repository of customer data, but at the same
time, the site is customized in the way it uses the customer data and in the way it is administered.

Administration of Sites in Combined Scenarios
We have described several scenarios of data administration on a shared platform, such as country
sites company division sites, and market segment sites. However, as usual, nothing in the world is
simple, and multisite scenarios are no exception to this rule. Most often if a company is large
enough to have multiple divisions, it also has presence in multiple countries and vice versa; a
company with multinational presence probably has multiple divisions to worry about. It is also
likely that a division of a large company has presence in multiple market segments, such as B2C
and B2B, each one requiring a separate site.

There is a need, therefore, for a more complex administrative structure, which still allows
the sharing of data among all sites and yet gives each company division sufficient independence.

Administration Domains
The arrangement that seems to be the most flexible relies on the creation of a set of administration
domains that cover all aspects of management for the sites. So far we have had only two types of
such domains: the global administration domain and site-specific domains. Shared data is man-
aged within the global domain, and each site has its own administration domain to manage its
own site-specific data. The administration of each domain should then be done using tree-like
structures, as shown in Figure 4.4.

This example follows the recommendation for country sites with regard to division of
duties among global and site-specific administration domains. With this arrangement, any activ-
ity done at a higher level is automatically inherited by the lower level. Let’s consider the example
of product management. Any administrative activity, such as creation or changes in product infor-
mation that is done centrally, should be automatically reflected by the individual sites. This
means that we would view product management as having two levels of administration: central
administration at a higher level and site-specific administration at a lower level.

Similarly, marketing management could be done in two levels, where information prepared
by central administrators at the higher level becomes available to the administrators of sites at the
lower level of marketing administration domain.
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Figure 4.4 Global and site-specific administration domains

Order management and customer management in this example are done only within each site’s
administration domain, and central administrators are not involved with these activities. Site
planning, on the other hand, is done only at the global level and affects each site. The administra-
tion domains of individual sites do not have any authority to carry out activities related to tasks
related to site planning.

With such an arrangement, there is tremendous flexibility for the organization to make
decisions on whether to modify information for each site separately or to modify it only once at
the higher level and thereby to affect all sites at once.

The other aspect of flexibility is that although some administration might make use of this
multilevel structure, other administrative domains might not. For example, for country sites,
product administration definitely needs both central and site-specific levels of administration.
However, order management for country sites needs to be done only for each site, with no need
for two levels of administration.

Groups of Sites
As we previously described, it is typically wise to manage the products catalog centrally but to
allow each site to manage its own marketing campaigns. Although central administrators can
manage the vast quantity of information associated with the catalog, and with the marketing col-
lateral, each site still has much work to do to select all the relevant portions of the catalog, set
local pricing, and conduct local marketing campaigns.
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All this work is unavoidable if a site is truly unique. However, in some cases, the sites can
be very similar to each other. For example, the catalog selections for different regions within the
United States might be almost the same, with only a few small subselections necessary for the
North East versus the South East regions. Similarly, the marketing campaigns within the United
States would be almost the same, and only rarely would a region need to run its own local adver-
tising activity or create a local promotion. The same situation could occur for countries that are
part of an economic union, such as the European Union or Benelux.

In such cases, it makes sense to manage the group of sites as a whole, rather than one site at
a time. What we arrive at is an arrangement in which there are three levels of administration
domains, as illustrated in Figure 4.5.
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Figure 4.5 Multiple levels of administration domains

In this example, the group of sites within the United States is treated as an administration domain.
The central administrators manage information that is global to the entire company. Each site can
have the authority to create selections or to create additional data that is truly unique to that site.
In addition, those sites that are within the group can be managed together—for example, creating
a marketing campaign, selecting relevant portions of the global catalog, or setting pricing rele-
vant only to the sites in the group.
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Example of a Combined Scenario
With these concepts of administrative domains and groups of sites, let’s now consider a combined
scenario in which sites are created for more than one business reason. Let’s say a multinational
seller owns several subsidiaries, each of them has its own brand, and each brand needs to create
both B2B and B2C sites in several countries around the world. An example of such a company is
illustrated in Figure 4.6.
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Figure 4.6 Example of a multinational, multibrand company that does business in B2B and
B2C segments

In this case, we would set up the sites with an administrative structure, as shown in Figure 4.7.
With this scenario, IT would be done centrally, as is normally the case when multiple sites

are created on a single platform. Global site planning would be responsible for ensuring that the
platform has the capabilities to create all the necessary sites. However, all the sites within each
brand would be treated as a group, and site planning for that group would need to be responsible
for the actual creation of the country sites needed for the brand. This arrangement is probably bet-
ter than having a single central site planning organization creating all the sites. Such a central
organization would probably become a bottleneck in the process of site creation, whereas the
brands themselves are better able to effectively plan and manage their needs for country or mar-
ket segment sites.

For each country, the brand would create a B2C and a B2B site. All the necessary adminis-
tration, such as product or marketing management, would be done at the group level and at the
site-specific level, as is required by the business.

On the other hand, order management needs to be done for all sites within each country as a
whole, rather than for each brand’s site within the country. Therefore, it might make sense to cre-
ate groups of sites for each country where the brand operates and to enable this level of adminis-
tration for order management.

A possible division of administrative duties in this arrangement is summarized in Table 4.8.
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Figure 4.7 Example of administration domains for a multinational seller with multiple brands

Table 4.8 Administration Tasks for the Example of a Combined Scenario 

Brand Site Country Site 
Administration Task Global Group Group Site Specific

Product management No Yes Some Very little

Marketing No Yes Yes Some

Site planning Yes Yes No No

Order management No No Yes No

Customer management No No Yes No

IT Yes No No No
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With the ability to manage sites in groups, the concepts of sharing and caring apply to both the
global domain and to each group’s domain. Any administrators responsible for managing data
shared among multiple sites must be careful that the decisions are appropriate for the domains
that depend on them.

For example, if the administrators of a group of sites have excluded a certain product, they
must be careful to make sure that this product is truly not needed for all sites within the group.
After all, after they have excluded the product, no site in their group can sell it!

Similarly, global administrators must make sure that their decisions truly apply to all the
company’s sites. For example, when preparing an advertisement at the global level, they must
make sure that it applies to all countries and all brands around the world. If this is not the case, it
might be better to leave the preparation of this material to the administrators of lower level
domains.

It is important to emphasize that this is an example only. In any real scenario, designing the
platform, planning the exact layout of sites and groups of sites, and determining the procedures
and rules with regard to division of administrative duties would take a significant effort and
involve the key talent in the company’s IT and management organizations.

When appropriate effort has been put into this task, however, it is possible to develop a
common commerce platform that is sophisticated enough even for a large company. If the plan-
ning, design, and implementation are well executed, the company can enjoy the benefits of hav-
ing a flexible platform with the capability to add sites as necessary. This platform minimizes
administration and operational costs involved in its commerce business thanks to a good distribu-
tion of duties within the organization where effort is never duplicated.

Summary
Table 4.9 summarizes the typical division of duties for various kinds of data for the typical multi-
site scenarios we discussed.

Table 4.9 Summary of Division of Duties for Typical Multisite Scenarios

Company Market Large 
Administration Country Division Segment Customer 
Task Sites Sites Sites Sites

Product Central Site specific Central Central
management

Marketing Mostly site specific, Site specific Site specific Central
using shared 
collateral
Some global 
campaigns
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Company Market Large 
Administration Country Division Segment Customer 
Task Sites Sites Sites Sites

Site planning Yes Central Central Central

Order management No Site specific Central Central

Customer No Central for single Central Central
management brand with different 

lines
Site specific for 
multiple brands or 
for acquired 
companies

IT Central Central Central Central

Usually, data that is centrally prepared and shared among sites must be adjusted, or adapted, for
use by each site. In some cases, however, central administrators might not give the site such flex-
ibility, but instead impose on all sites the information to be used exactly as it was prepared. If the
centrally prepared information is deemed to be completely inapplicable to the business of an indi-
vidual site, site administrators need to have the ability to opt out of using that information but pre-
pare their own product or marketing data that they need.

Table 4.10 summarizes the typical techniques that are employed to share data centrally
among sites and to adapt it to each site’s needs

Table 4.10 Summary of Typical Sharing Techniques

Type of Data Sharing Technique

Products Catalog The company’s global catalog is prepared centrally by a single catalog 
management group.
From this global catalog, each site’s administrators can select the portions that
should appear on the site. Alternatively, the administrators can exclude the
products or categories that should not be shown from the global catalog to the
site’s customers.
Individual sites can override certain elements of centrally prepared product
information, for example, creating site-specific descriptions or part numbers.
Individual sites can also create site-specific categories, so the shared products
within that site are presented in a unique way.
Administrators can also create site-specific products that are only visible
within that site.
Even if products are not shared and each site manages its catalog, the com-
pany’s central catalog managers can impose rules on all sites, such as a part
numbering scheme or high-level categories, so that even site-specific products
comply with the company’s overall catalog structure.
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Table 4.10 Summary of Typical Sharing Techniques (continued)

Type of Data Sharing Technique

Prices Each site can manage its own prices.
Alternatively, a master price list can be created together with the master cata-
log. Each site then has the option to use the shared price list as is, or it can
override some of the prices. A site can also specify a discount, an uplift for
selected products, or categories within the master catalog.

Marketing Campaigns The company’s central marketing department can prepare collateral, such as
advertisements, images, or campaign specifications, which are shared with all
sites. Each site’s marketing administrators can then use the centrally prepared
collateral to simplify the creation of marketing campaigns.
In some cases, the company’s central marketing department might impose its
global campaigns on all sites without allowing sites to alter or adjust the
campaigns.
In some cases, individual sites can opt out of globally imposed marketing
campaigns.

Orders All orders are created in the context of individual commerce sites.
Administrators and customer service representatives with administrative
access can view the orders within a single site or search through all orders in
all sites.

Customer Profiles In some cases, a customer whose profile is created in a shared commerce plat-
form should have access only to the site where the profile exists.
Sometimes, a customer might need access to multiple sites with a single
profile.

Presentation Templates The central site planning department should commission the presentation
templates to be used by the commerce sites. 
When a site is created, an appropriate presentation template should be
assigned to it.
Each site can modify some elements of the presentation, such as color scheme
or the placement of the navigation bar.
A site might request a private presentation template unique to its market.

Table 4.11 summarizes the typical sharing approaches for the various kinds of data that apply to
different multisite scenarios.

80 Chapter 4 Sharing and Caring

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

Summary 81

Table 4.11 Summary of Sharing Approaches for Typical Multisite Scenarios

Company Market Large 
Administration Country Division Segment Customer 
Task Sites Sites Sites Sites

Product Adapt Products and Adapt Adapt
management categories not shared

Adapt for common 
elements of catalog 
structure

Marketing Adapt, Opt-out, Adapt Not shared Enforce, 
Enforce Adapt

Site planning Adapt Adapt Adapt Adapt

Customer Enforce (if shared) Enforce (if shared) Enforce Adapt
management Sometimes not Sometimes not 

shared at all shared at all

To maximize the use of centrally prepared information, the company needs to foster a philosophy
of sharing and caring to develop good business relationships between different parts of the com-
pany. With this philosophy, the central administrators will carefully consider the needs of the var-
ious sites and design the shared data and the business processes in such a way as to make it easy
for individual sites to adapt the data to their needs.

The result is that the company as a whole benefits from the reduced cost of administering
its sites. It can maximize the use of centrally prepared data that is shared among all the sites,
while each site needs the minimum additional administrative effort to adapt the data to its needs.
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C H A P T E R 5

When Sharing Works

Key Concepts:

Determine whether a company’s commerce site needs to justify the development of a shared
platform

Compare the benefits of a shared platform with the trade-offs and limitations

Ensure the ability to succeed in developing a shared platform

Measure success using agreed-upon criteria

A company might find itself in several situations that prompt it to consider the need for the trans-
formation to a shared platform for its commerce sites.

The company might have already created a number of different sites on separate platforms
and is having difficulties controlling all the costs and managing the sites. In such a situation, the
company might be interested in reducing the expenses and in improving the manageability of its
sites by creating an efficient platform that can be used by all business divisions and by all geogra-
phies. This need for a common platform would become more urgent if the company plans to cre-
ate additional sites in the near future, which clearly makes the cost and manageability issues even
more intense.

The question of replatforming the commerce sites also arises when a company currently
has only one site but has decided that it will need more in the future. It now faces the decision of
how to build the additional sites—either by investing in a new efficient shared platform or by
allowing the development of each site to proceed independently.

Certainly, the creation of this multisite platform is bound to be a large project that con-
sumes a great deal of resources, from both financial and personnel points of view. Hence, before
starting the project, the company must make an educated decision as to whether the effort is
worth the potential benefits of the shared platform.
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The first questions to ask are whether the company needs a shared platform for all its sites
at all, and if so, how elaborate this platform should be. Even if the company decides to embark on
this large project, it must first determine how to measure the success of the new infrastructure.

Do You Need a Shared Platform?
A company needs a shared commerce platform only if it is beneficial from a business point of
view and is feasible from a technical point of view. To determine whether a shared commerce
platform would work and would be useful, the company must consider a number of different fac-
tors. For example, it is important to look at the number of sites that would be required, the differ-
ences between the sites, the administrative characteristics of the sites, the efficiency of the current
site infrastructure, and the trade-offs that would need to be made in adopting a shared platform.

Any one of these factors can be sufficient to justify the need for an investment in a shared
commerce platform. For example, if the company needs only two sites, it might still be a good
idea to build the sites on a single platform if they are sufficiently similar to each other in terms of
content and administrative procedures. At the same time, sometimes a few concerns might pre-
clude the use of a shared platform, even though from all other points of view the shared platform
seems like a good idea. This is illustrated in the following example.

Example in Which Unacceptable Trade-Offs Outweighed the 
Benefits of a Shared Platform
One retailer based in the United States had a site for U.S. customers and another site for
Canadian customers. Although the two sites were reasonably successful, the retailer consid-
ered whether the two sites should be re-implemented on a single platform to save costs.

On one hand, the catalogs of products sold on both sites were largely the same, with only a
few differences due to the specifics of the local markets. Therefore, creating a shared plat-
form with a single catalog would save on administrative costs. This would be in addition to
the savings achieved by using a single set of hardware, software, and IT services in main-
taining the platform compared to having multiple sites.

On the other hand, the company had serious concerns about its ability to combine the opera-
tions of the sites on a single platform. One issue that was difficult to resolve was the avail-
ability of the two sites. For example, if a software upgrade was needed, both the Canadian
and U.S. sites would need to be shut down simultaneously. However, the U.S. and Canadian
divisions could not agree on a common maintenance window for a temporary shutdown
that would be minimally disruptive to both countries.

A more serious concern was that the U.S. site should not be affected by any problems on the
Canadian site. The U.S. site was much larger than the Canadian site, and any disruptions 
to it would result in significant losses. The U.S. business was not willing to lose its ability to
independently manage its site’s operations, even if it meant significant savings to the
Canadian site.
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Another concern was with the technical viability of building a new platform. The current
U.S. site had gone through much pain during its inception in trying to meet tremendous
customer demand. The business was worried that while upgrading to a new platform it
would run into the same kinds of issues while working out the initial problems with the
implementation. Therefore, rather than risking possible site outages during the transition
period, the business decided to refrain from adopting a common platform.

The preceding example is typical of the kinds of considerations that make a shared plat-
form difficult for a large company to adopt. The common platform necessarily brings the need for
some sort of trade-offs; in this case, the trade-offs were with regard to the site’s operations, such
as choice of maintenance window and availability rate. Unless the U.S. and Canadian divisions
were willing to cooperate and agree on a mutually acceptable compromise, all the projected sav-
ings were outweighed by the possible challenges.

Number of Required Sites
The first question to explore is how many sites are really necessary. The answer might not be
obvious, for two reasons. The first is that it is important to consider not only the sites currently
deployed, but also the need for additional sites in the future. In a large company, different busi-
ness units can have ideas that really require the creation of additional sites. However, these ideas
have not yet even been brought forward to the head office for approval, or they might still be
under discussion even within that business unit. Therefore, the determination of the required
number of sites cannot be done quickly but necessitates the study of business needs throughout
the company.

Another complexity is that frequently it is not clearly understood whether a business idea
requires an additional site or whether an already-existing site can be used to serve the purpose. The
determination of the number of sites is not only a business decision, but must also involve the tech-
nical architects who understand the capabilities of the company’s commerce platform and can pro-
vide advice on the number of sites necessary to implement the known business requirements.

Example of Difficulty of Determining the Number of Required Sites
A medical equipment supplier had its sales agents working in the field taking orders by
hand using a paper catalog. The agents would then bring the paper orders to the office and
enter them into the order processing system. A suggestion was made that it would be a good
idea to enable the sales agents to create orders online through a commerce site. This way, the
process would be streamlined, and also the sales agents would be more effective because
they would need to visit the head office less often.
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The business was set up as a number of largely autonomous branches. Each branch had its
own inventory, its own set of customers and sales agents, and it was responsible for the ful-
fillment of all orders. However, all branches sold largely the same products, with the same
prices.

The major business requirement was to allow sales agents to view the catalog to enter orders
through an online site. However, the technical architects raised the question as to how many
sites the company needed.

One possibility was to treat the whole operation as a single site. In this case, each branch
would be represented as a sort of a warehouse or a fulfillment center that carries inventory
and ships products.

Another possibility was to create a separate site for each branch so that the branch can have
the flexibility to exclude certain products or override prices if necessary.

One key advantage of separate sites was that it would allow branch administrators to view
and administer their orders, without having access to orders created by other branches. On
the other hand, with a single site, the company headquarters could easily see all orders,
rather than having to explore them branch by branch.

In the end, the technical decision was that it was cheaper and easier to use a single site,
although a customization to the software was necessary to restrict the branch administra-
tors to see only the orders created for their branch.

In the preceding example, the decision on how many
sites the company needed was made based on examination
of both the technical capabilities of the commerce plat-
form and the business requirements. In this case, the deci-
sion was critical to determining whether a multisite
capability is necessary at all or whether a single site is suf-
ficient. Therefore, it is important for the company to
ensure that its most experienced technical and business
leaders cooperate to determine the likely number of sites
needed.

The rule of thumb to follow is that the more sites
necessary, the better the business case is for a common
platform to base them on. Generally, if a company requires
the creation of at least four or five sites, the business case
for a shared platform is quite strong in that it is hard to jus-

tify the expense of maintaining so many sites on separate platforms. The case of two or three sites
is the one most likely to become embroiled in discussion, such as whether the cost savings of the
single platform are outweighed by the flexibility of an independent site.
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The determination of the number
of sites must involve the techni-
cal architects who understand
the capabilities of a company’s
commerce platform. This deci-
sion must also involve business
experts who understand the key
requirements and can appreciate
the implications of reducing or
increasing the number of sites.

In general, the more sites neces-
sary, the better the business
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The Need to Create Additional Sites in the Future
Even if a company needs only one or two sites at present, a shared commerce platform can still be
necessary to develop the company’s vision in the future. There is a saying, “Anything that doesn’t
eat you today is saving you for tomorrow!” Even if currently the company can do business with
its one site, it is possible that it might need additional sites in the future.

A creative marketing organization has no end to
ideas as to how to grow its business, if only it could create
additional sites. Very often, however, these ideas are not
even considered, or are dismissed, because the cost and
trouble of creating an additional site is seen as excessive.
On the other hand, if the company had a multisite com-
merce platform so that creation of a new site is no longer a
major headache, these ideas might come forward much easier.

For example, a distributor of products to business customers might want to create different
sites for its larger customers or for customers in an industry segment. Similarly, a mass merchan-
dising retailer can want to create additional sites that focus on a particular brand of fashion
apparel. Such specialty sites could put better focus on a popular product line and thereby attract
customers who would otherwise miss these products in the larger site.

Another example is that a company might want to introduce in-store kiosks to allow cus-
tomers to order products not in stock. These kiosks might need to have a different appearance
from the company’s Web site, but both have the same product catalog. Therefore, it might be pos-
sible to treat the kiosk as another commerce site on the company’s platform.

Such ideas that have been ignored in the past might become realistic with a multisite plat-
form. Therefore, it is important to take into account not only the present needs, but also the pos-
sible future needs for sites in the company’s long-term vision.

The company’s strategy and vision determine not only the need for a multisite platform, but
also the major requirements and characteristics of the platform. The following example illustrates
how an important requirement can be derived from the company’s strategy.

Example of Need to Create Many Sites
A medium-sized U.S. retailer decided to embark on an acquisitions strategy in which it
bought other retailers as often as every few weeks. To maximize the benefits of acquisitions,
the business created a new commerce platform, which it first deployed with its core site. The
platform was designed in such a way that it was easy to create additional sites; within a few
weeks of acquisition, an acquired company’s site would be migrated to the shared commerce
platform.

Each company that had been acquired still retained its brand and its catalog, conducted its
own marketing campaigns, and had its own customers. However, in terms of the site flow
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If launching new sites is seen as
being relatively easy, new busi-
ness ideas might come forward
to grow the business by introduc-
ing new sites.
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and presentation, all the sites were similar to each other, distinguished only by a few brand-
ing techniques, such as company logo, color scheme, and shape of the navigational bar.

As a result, from the parent company’s point of view, it was saving an enormous amount of
money by using a single platform for dozens of different sites. At the same time, from a busi-
ness point of view, each site in this environment was operated by a different seller. From the
customers’ point of view, the sites were perceived as being completely different because their
branding, and content, and the customer profiles, remained distinct.

In this example, the multisite platform not only helped, but was essential for the company
to execute its expansion strategy. The savings that resulted from operating all the acquired com-
panies’ sites on a single platform were an important part of the strategy’s business case.

In addition, the company’s strategy also determined an important requirement for the
platform—namely, the ability to rapidly launch new sites.
It wouldn’t have been enough if the platform was capable
of operating hundreds of sites; it was also necessary to
launch a new site in a matter of weeks. Thus, rapid launch
became a key requirement that was considered in the
design and implementation of the platform.

Commonality of Administration
Another piece of the puzzle in determining the need for a shared multisite platform is the admin-
istrative characteristics of different sites. The case for a shared platform is strong when the differ-
ent sites can benefit from a single infrastructure by sharing the same data among them. This way,
the company can save a great deal of resources by sharing the administration of data among all
the sites.

On the other hand, if all the sites are inherently unique and have absolutely nothing in com-
mon, the need for a shared platform is less clear.

In particular, the important question to ask is, “What
data needs to be shared?” For example, do all the sites
have largely the same catalog? Do they share marketing
campaigns, or at least the collateral for their campaigns?
What about customers and orders? Is there commonality
in presentation or site flow?

Generally, the more data is shared among the sites, the more important it is to create a
shared platform. For a large company, the ability to share the catalog might alone provide suffi-
cient justification for a shared platform.
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The company’s multisite strategy
determines key requirements for
the multisite platform, such as
whether rapid launch of new sites
is necessary.

The more data is shared among
different sites, the more benefi-
cial is a multisite platform.
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Efficiency of Current Platform
One other important consideration in the decision to create a shared platform is whether the cur-
rent platform is serving the company well. It might be that the company already has one or two
flagship sites that are run independently from the other sites, and it would be risky to merge those
key sites into the same platform as the smaller sites that serve other business units. After all, if the
flagship site is already highly profitable and is running well, it is difficult to justify migrating it to a
new platform. The most appropriate expression for this situation is, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it!”

The company might still decide that it does need to
create many additional sites and needs a new platform to
make this development possible. However, even in this
case, the most prudent path forward would be to develop
the new platform only for the new sites and avoid migrat-
ing the flagship site, at least for a while. When the new
platform has proven itself to be robust and fully functional, the company can start considering the
cost of moving the existing site onto the new platform.

Transition Costs
The costs of transitioning sites onto the new platform should not be underestimated. Frequently,
the sites contain much data, such as customer data or past orders, and all this will need to be
migrated to the new platform. This migration is an added expense and an added risk to the devel-
opment of a new platform.

However, site migration not only is an IT problem, but also has a business cost. This
includes staff training for the new site and the new administration tools, and the cost of possible
reduced staff productivity during the initial period when the site is redeployed on the new plat-
form. After all, even the best administrators will probably take a few days to get familiar with the
new tools so that they can be as efficient as before.

And finally, a diligent business planner must not for-
get that transitioning of sites is rarely a smooth process,
and due to technical or business reasons that are never pos-
sible to fully predict, the site could end up being down for
several hours during the migration process. The revenue
loss during this downtime must be counted as part of the
transition cost .

Trade-Offs and Limitations
Adopting a common platform for all sites will inevitably lead to trade-offs that the business
needs to make. The most important compromise to make is how much administrative autonomy
each site can afford to lose as a result of adopting the common platform. When a site is managed
separately from all other sites, it has complete flexibility on such decisions as the site look-and-
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It might be prudent to launch
smaller sites on a new platform
before transitioning a company’s
flagship site.

Transitioning existing sites to a
new platform carries both IT and
business costs. Transition also
carries the risk of reduced rev-
enue while initial problems are
worked out.
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feel and shopping flow. Depending on the characteristics of the new common platform, under the
new system such flexibility might be limited.

We described in Chapter 3, “Administration of Country Sites on a Shared Platform,” and
Chapter 4, “Sharing and Caring,” that it is possible to give site administrators some measure of
flexibility so that the data on their sites are set up in accordance with the requirements and market
conditions. However, there will still be limitations when compared with a totally separately man-
aged platform for each site. These limitations depend both on the technical capabilities of the
software and the company’s investment in the platform.

For example, one limitation could be the degree to which the look-and-feel and the flow of
the sites can differ from each other. We described in Chapter 4 how the platform can provide a
number of presentation templates, and each site could select the most appropriate template and
then adjust its use by choosing a color scheme and presentation style.

However, depending on the available technology, these techniques might not be enough to
truly give a site the individual look and purchasing flow that it requires. Due to technical limita-
tions of the platform, an individual site might not be able to use a truly unique look-and-feel or
purchasing flow that it requires. If business success depends on the unique presentation and flow
of the site that cannot be satisfied by a shared platform, the use of this shared platform might be
inappropriate for this site. In this situation, rather than trying to reduce the site’s individuality, the
company might find it is better for this site to continue to exist independently of other sites. Nev-
ertheless, the company should still consider trying to find better software that has fewer restric-
tions and that can provide enough flexibility to incorporate even this unique site.

In Parts II and III of this book, we focus in more detail on the technical aspects of how to
design and implement such a flexible platform that it allows the necessary changes to individual
sites. But at this point, we only observe that, as usual, there is a trade-off between cost and capa-
bility. When the commerce platform is being developed, it is important to understand the require-
ments as to the extent of adjustments that site administrators need and the cost of enabling such
adjustments. After that, it is up to the management to make decisions as to which of the require-
ments are important and how much the company is willing to spend to enable site adjustments by
local administrators.

Another series of trade-offs to consider are with
regard to the technical operations of the sites. When all
sites are hosted on the same platform, software and hard-
ware upgrades will affect all the sites. It is necessary to
find a common maintenance window that satisfies all the
sites. Similarly, it is possible for performance problems or
software defects to affect all the sites at once. In Part III,
we describe these issues in more detail and discuss how
they can be alleviated; clearly, the technical and business

communities that make the decision to adopt a common platform for all sites must understand the
issues well.
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Depending on technology used,
sharing the same platform might
cause commerce sites to lose
some measure of their individual-
ity and independence. A com-
pany must consider the
trade-offs involved in adopting a
shared platform.
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Can You Build a Shared Platform?
Dreaming is free, but not every dream can become reality. Even if a shared platform is beneficial
and technically feasible for a company, it is important to make sure that it is feasible from a busi-
ness and organizational point of view.

Probably the most challenging task of creating a multisite commerce platform is obtaining
funding and establishing a governance model. In fact, these two issues are probably the most
common reasons why an effort to create such a platform fails.

Funding and Governance Issues
Each division looks after only its own interests and might not be interested in the benefits to other
parts of the company. Earlier we gave the example of a U.S. retailer that had a site in Canada, but
the two country divisions could not come to an agreement on jointly operating a shared com-
merce platform. One of the reasons for that company’s decision was the lack of a funding model
for the project.

Because the U.S. site was much larger than the Canadian site, the cost of operating its inde-
pendent commerce platform was relatively minor compared to the total revenue. Therefore, the
U.S. line of business was unwilling to provide funding for a new platform that would re-
implement the site. At the same time, for the smaller Canadian site, the savings achieved by using
a shared platform would have significantly improved the profit margin. However, the Canadian
line of business did not have enough resources to fund the entire project on its own. The corporate
head office was also unwilling to provide any funding because from its point of view, both coun-
try sites were sufficiently profitable, and a shared platform should be self-funding. The company
was therefore unwilling to make the significant investment in money and resources that would be
required for a new shared platform.

What we see is that in the case of a multisite project, the funding and governance issues are
exacerbated by distrust between the company’s divisions or between the lines of business. This
distrust can take different forms; for example, the different divisions might be concerned that
their unique requirements would be ignored by the platform in favor of the requirements coming
from other divisions. The following example illustrates the divisions distrust in the requirements
prioritization process.

Example of the Distrust in Requirements Prioritization
Let’s say that each of two divisions puts forward 100 high-priority requirements. The 
development team responds that with the available staffing, these 200 requirements will
take 3 years to implement and will cost $10 million.

At the same time, the company’s budget for the development effort is only $2 million, and it
definitely cannot wait 3 years for the platform to be deployed.
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Therefore, the company needs a prioritization process in which some of the requirements
will be dismissed or at least postponed until the next version of the platform.

Each division will be worried that its critical requirements might end up suffering, making
the new platform difficult to use, and possibly worse than the current standalone site.

The divisions participating in the shared platform will, therefore, inherently distrust each
other and might be unwilling to participate in a shared platform.

What we see is that a shared platform is impossible
if funding and governance issues are not resolved. No
work will go forward until the company finds the money
to pay for the project. And at the same time, no work will
be successful unless the project is governed in a way that
is acceptable to all participating divisions.

Skills
Another issue critical to the success of a multisite project

is the availability of skills to create the shared platform. This project requires highly qualified
staff, familiar with both technical and business issues.

Sometimes hiring a sufficient number of developers is simply not possible. This is also the
case with regard to business skills. There are usually relatively few people who are sufficiently
familiar with the company’s business that they can provide expert advice on the requirements for
the commerce sites. Hiring additional experts is not easy because it takes years of experience for
people to accumulate the necessary knowledge. Therefore, the company will need to devote some
proportion of the business experts’ time to consult with the developers of the commerce platform.

Skills limitations can also apply to technical specialists. This is especially true of the senior
technical architects who design and oversee the project. Such skills are not easily available, and
yet without the participation of these technical leaders, such a complex project cannot be
successful.

Even junior developer skills might not be easily available, depending on conditions of the
labor market and the choice of specific technology used as the basis of the platform. The com-
pany will need to obtain the programmers, site designers, and testers who are familiar with the
technology and who, hopefully, have experience in commerce development.

Therefore, the company’s capability to develop a
commerce platform is limited by the availability of quali-
fied specialists who can be devoted to the effort. Even if
funding is available, the company might not find enough
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For a common platform to be
successful, a company must
establish a funding model for it.
In addition, it is critical to estab-
lish a governance model for man-
aging requirements that is
satisfactory to the participating
lines of business.

A company’s capability to
develop a new platform is limited
by the availability of qualified
specialists.
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skills to work on the project. In this case, it is better to delay the project until a future date and
start the effort only when qualified personnel have been found.

Final Decision
In the end, the company needs to make one of three decisions:

• Develop a shared commerce platform and migrate all sites to it.

• Refrain from investing in a shared commerce platform and maintain sites on separate
platforms.

• Develop a shared commerce platform, but migrate only some sites to it, leaving other
sites on their own platforms.

For a large company, the most typical prudent decision is the third one—namely, to create a shared
commerce platform and migrate to it over time. In fact, frequently the company might already
have a situation in which some sites share a platform, whereas other sites do not. The decision then
would be whether all sites should start merging to the shared platform, and if so, on what schedule.
Consider the following example of transitioning commerce site to a new platform.

Example of How and If a Business Should Upgrade Its 
Commerce Site
A retailer operating multiple commerce sites had consumer sites for each country in which
the company operated, including the United States, Canada, and Europe. In addition, in
the United States and Canada, the company had B2B sites on which business customers
could purchase products under their negotiated contracts, with the catalog presentation,
search, and ordering flow customized to the needs of business customers.

As the retailer started considering upgrading its flagship commerce site in the United States,
it was faced with the question of whether using this upcoming development effort to also
create a new e-commerce platform for all sites was a good idea.

The first question to investigate was how many sites were needed. It turned out that the
existing U.S. consumer site alone could already be considered to be a platform that sup-
ported a collection of multiple sites. The reason was that the business had created what it
termed microsites targeted at specific audiences, such as a site for medical supplies or a site
for furniture. Hence, it already had created a common platform for the combination of the
main U.S. consumer site and all its current or future micro-sites.

When this unexpected fact of the existence of multiple sites became clear, the focus of the
discussion shifted. The company was now considering the possibility that the U.S. B2C plat-
form should remain separate for the long term, while a possible future platform would be
used for the company’s other B2B and B2C sites.
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In the end, the retailer decided that the most expedient way forward was to keep this U.S.
platform separate. One reason for this decision was that the U.S. site was too complex to
redesign, and the schedule would not allow time for such an activity. Another factor was the
risk of replatforming this flagship site whose 24/7 operation was critical to the company’s
bottom line. Finally, and perhaps most important, it was shown that the existing U.S. con-
sumer sites already effectively enjoyed many of the benefits of a common platform; conse-
quently, there would be no benefit to redesign this platform for the U.S. consumer site.

Therefore, the upgrade of the U.S. consumer site was not taken as an opportunity to create
a new shared platform. However, in the future, the company also needed to upgrade the
smaller sites in each country where it operated. At the same time, the company’s longer-
term strategy called for creation of B2B sites targeted at specific customer segments in dif-
ferent countries. The recommendation was, therefore, to investigate whether the upcoming
efforts on upgrading the smaller country sites could be used as the basis for the gradual cre-
ation of a larger platform for the multiple country and B2B sites. Only after this new plat-
form has proven itself with many smaller sites should the company consider migrating its
U.S. consumer site to the shared platform.

The preceding example focuses on an important
principle in the decision to create a common platform: It is
essential that clear and measurable benefits of the com-
mon platform become obvious in the near term after the
platform is deployed, rather than having to wait for the
long term .

Measuring Success of the Shared
Multisite Platform
If the company concludes that a shared multisite platform
is beneficial, the next step should not be to immediately
start developing this platform. Rather, before embarking

on this large project, the company first needs to develop a framework to measure the success of
the new infrastructure and especially to confirm the benefits of the shared platform compared to
alternative approaches.

In fact, success criteria must be determined as part of the decision process on whether to
proceed with the project. In other words, the business needs to make the decision to proceed
based on specific anticipated improvements in selected measurements.

Success measurements will be used for many purposes. For example, as the platform is
deployed, the success criteria can help determine whether and when additional sites should be
migrated to the platform. Success measurements can also help prove the benefits of the platform
to the company after sites have been deployed.
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both in the short term and the
long term.
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It is important not only to establish the success criteria, but also to clearly articulate the
methodology used to measure success. These measurements must be objective so that they are
not subject to dispute. They must also be agreed upon by all the lines of business involved with
the platform.

Simply measuring cost reduction might not be a fair criterion. For example, thanks to the
new platform, the company can now create many sites targeted to small customer segments and
thereby increase revenue. As a result, it might be that with so many sites, overall the costs have
increased, although the increase is justified by the new revenue.

Typically, it is impossible to measure the success of
the platform using a single criterion. Rather, it is best to
establish a small number of distinct criteria and to track
progress for each of them. Most likely, as the project pro-
gresses, some of the criteria will show success, whereas
others will be less positive. With this approach, the busi-
ness can get the whole story, rather than an oversimplified
view of success versus failure.

Success Criteria
The following are examples of success criteria that can be used for a common commerce
platform:

• Site cost: Average site cost can be expressed as total cost of all sites, including both ini-
tial and annual operating costs, over a number of years. Depending on the business, it
might be better to break out the initial investment as a separate measure from the operat-
ing per-site cost. It is also important to track both IT and line of business costs separately
to be aware of the cost trends of the operation.

• Total revenue and total profit of the commerce business: If revenue or profit go up
after deployment of the single commerce platform, attributing this improvement to the
new platform can be difficult. However, it is still important to show that at the very least
the correlation between them does exist.

• Productivity of line of business and IT personnel involved in operating the sites:
This number is important to measure because in some cases costs might not be reduced,
but the company still benefits by having to employ fewer individuals responsible for
each site. Smaller administrative departments are generally easier to manage and are
less prone to create serious mistakes.

• Site traffic and total number of customers: It can be difficult to argue that customer
visits are improved only due to the new platform, rather than to new marketing
approaches or some other reasons. However, this measurement does help if the increase
is consistent, and also correlates with other metrics.
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It is important to measure the
success of a shared commerce
platform.

To do this, a business needs to
establish objective and measura-
ble criteria that are widely agreed
upon.
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• A poll of line of business and IT staff expressing their experience in administering
the sites: Employees who use the sites are bound to be the most familiar with the admin-
istrative effectiveness of the new platform. It is important to get their input, whether pos-
itive or negative, into the evaluation process.

• Elapsed time and total effort needed to introduce a new product for all sites: Prod-
uct introduction to multiple sites is often difficult when the sites are all managed sepa-
rately. With a shared platform, the company might introduce new products sooner and
thereby address the “time to market” issue. Measuring improvements in a specific task
can provide a good glimpse into the advantages of the new platform.

There can be other similar measurements for introduction of new content or new capability. Such
considerations could be the time and effort needed to create a new promotion, to set up a new
marketing campaign, or to create a new site. Another example is the time it takes to introduce a
new capability to all sites, such as better order tracking capability or online returns.

The preceding are a few examples of measurements
that could be developed, and each business needs to ensure
that the success criteria and reports that it tracks are reflec-
tive of its particular situation. However, in all cases it is
important to agree upon these measurements and criteria

before undertaking the project.

Calibrating the Success Criteria
When the criteria are agreed upon, it is a good idea for the business to get an idea of the current
value of these measurements, with the sites that the company already has. This provides a base-
line against which the success of the new platform can be measured. In other words, the results of
all these measurements in the future can be compared with their results right now, to create a
more or less objective statement on overall success.

Furthermore, with such a baseline, before the project is undertaken, the business can estab-
lish measurable goals that the new platform can strive to, such as specific revenue improvements
or specific productivity improvements on typical administrative tasks.

Another advantage of calibrating the success criteria against the current commerce sites is
that this activity can help validate the practicality of the criteria. Having to actually obtain the
measurements can force the project team to realize whether these characteristics actually can be
measured accurately within the company. For example, let’s say one of the criteria initially pro-
posed is the total time dedicated by line of business employees to introduce a new product.
Although this seems reasonably objective and easy to measure, in practice it might turn out that
employees currently do not track their time with sufficient detail. During the day, each employee
might be engaged in many tasks and work on many products, and there is no way to know how
much time actually corresponds to the development of a particular new product. In this case,
project managers need to make a decision whether to burden the employees with the requirement
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be quantifiable and supported by
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to keep close track of how they spend their time, or perhaps it might be better to develop alterna-
tive criteria that are easier to measure.

By thus practicing the proposed success criteria, the project team can observe whether the
results are easy to obtain or whether they require too much involvement from the line of business
or IT staff. Certainly, although measuring success is
important, the process of measuring is by itself not pro-
ductive and does not directly contribute to the company’s
bottom line. Hence, the chosen criteria must be such that
the business does not need to invest excessive resources in
coming up with the measurements.

Summary
We have not described a simple formula or checklist that lets companies easily determine
whether it is time for them to create a shared multisite platform. In real life, where each com-
pany’s business has truly unique peculiarities, this analysis is much too complex to be easily
turned into a simple decision flowchart. However, we did describe the major factors that go into
this decision, and they are summarized in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1 Major Factors for the Decision to Create a Shared Commerce Platform

Factor Rule of Thumb

Number of required sites The more sites are necessary, the greater the need is for a shared
platform.

Need to create additional sites If new sites need to be created regularly, a common platform
would be desired.

Sharing of site administration The more information the sites have in common, the greater the
need for a shared platform.

Difficulty and cost of transition Migrating existing large sites to a new platform can be expensive
and risky.

Efficiency of current platform If the current site is already working well, it might be prudent to
delay migrating it to the new platform.

Acceptability of trade-offs Before accepting a common platform, the business must agree to
limitations, such as a common support window for all sites and
reduced flexibility in the design of each site.

To create a new platform, the company must consider whether it has the capacity to succeed in
this large effort. Aside from examining the available technology, the company must consider
whether it has the capability to properly fund the project and to establish an effective governance

Summary 97

The task of collecting measure-
ments must not be an excessive
drag on the company’s

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

model to manage the requirements. The company must also make sure that it has a sufficient
available pool of necessary skills.

It is strongly advisable for the company to introduce success criteria that it can use to deter-
mine the success of the new platform. These criteria should be quantifiable and measurable so
that the company can judge the performance of the shared platform and of the sites that have been
deployed on it.
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C H A P T E R 6

The Path to a 
Shared Platform

Key Concepts:

Secure executive approval and sponsorship

Create a prototype

Create a project plan

Establish checkpoints between the phases of development

In this chapter, we discuss how a company can proceed to build the infrastructure that allows it to
create and operate multiple sites on a single common platform. 

As with any project, the first step is to secure executive approval and sponsorship. We
described the various factors that executives must consider to determine whether a multisite com-
merce platform is going to be useful to the company. We now describe the various phases
involved in the decision-making and development processes and how you can expect the project
to evolve.

Project Approval
Before any significant work can start to develop a new commerce platform for the company, this
project must receive executive approval. This approval would be secured only if the company’s
senior executives are convinced that this project is sufficiently beneficial to the company and that
it has a good chance of success.

Project approval implies that

• The project’s business case is accepted.

• Funding for the project is available.

• Governance of the project is understood, at least at a high level.

• A high-level plan is available for which sites will be developed first.

• An executive sponsor has been appointed.
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Until these issues are resolved, executives should not approve the project. In fact, if the develop-
ment were to start before these issues are understood, the project would likely fail. This is obvi-
ously true with regard to the establishment of a business case and funding. Nobody will pay for a
project unless there is some evidence that it will benefit the company. The business case is meant
to provide such evidence.

Until the governance of the shared platform is resolved, the project cannot move forward.
To overcome the distrust among lines of business, the company needs to oversee the management
of the development effort, and especially the prioritization of requirements, in a manner accept-
able to all participants. Therefore, before development starts, it is critical that a governance struc-
ture is in place, both from executive and project management points of view.

The roadmap for rollout of initial sites is also critically important to the success of the plat-
form. A multisite platform can succeed only if it is truly used for many, if not all, of the com-
pany’s sites. It is therefore necessary that the lines of business have an understanding as to when
sites will be deployed on the new platform.

Finally, a strong executive sponsor is like oil that ensures smooth operation of a machine.
Without the support of a high-level executive sponsor, even small difficulties or disagreements
could turn into insurmountable obstacles. Hence, before the development effort starts, it is vital
that a sponsor is found who will be involved in the effort.

Business Case
The business case is needed to demonstrate the financial soundness of the shared platform propo-
sition. Normally, the project is considered to be self-funding, in the sense that the benefits of
future cost savings and additional revenues will quickly pay for the initial overhead. The follow-
ing example describes a business case for a shared platform at a very high level.

Example of a Business Case for a Shared Platform
A medical products supplier has two major divisions. The first division focuses on mass vol-
ume products, such as prescription drugs, nutritional supplements, and other products you
would normally find in a drug store. Another division is focused on selling directly to health
providers, such as doctors and hospitals. Its products are targeted at clinical use; for
example, they include surgical masks, gloves, vaccines, and so on. Both divisions have their
own commerce sites, maintained independently of each other.

The company wants to upgrade its sites for two reasons. One reason is to save on costs. The
company figures that by using a single infrastructure, it can save approximately $3 million
per year, when compared to operating each site independently.

The second reason for a shared platform is to comarket products by the two divisions. In the
past, the two divisions operated independently of each other. So, for example, a family doc-
tor generally orders syringes from the commerce site of the clinical supplies division. How-
ever, sometimes the doctor also needs to dispense products to patients, such as band-aids or
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crutches. The doctor therefore needs to buy these two kinds of supplies from two separate
sites because they are sold by different divisions.

The company wants the divisions’ sites to cross-sell each other’s products. So, for example, a
doctor or a hospital purchasing officer who is purchasing clinical supplies can see pharma-
cological products advertised on that site.

The company conservatively estimates that this cross-selling could increase the volume of
online sales on the sites by 5 percent, which would translate into tens of millions of dollars in
additional revenue.

Therefore, the company is willing to spend the $20 million that it would cost to create a new
platform and redesign the divisions’ sites to use the new capabilities.

In the preceding example, the company has only two commerce sites that would be using
the shared platform. Some savings could be achieved from using the same IT infrastructure.
However, these cost savings are probably not enough to justify the investment of money and other
resources that would be required.

The company’s business case is largely built on the additional revenue that marketing
thinks can be derived from cross-selling products of the two divisions. The business case seems
very attractive, and if marketing calculations are correct, a shared platform is a good idea for this
company.

Funding
Developing a multisite platform for a big company is inherently a large project, and you should
not underestimate the costs involved. Experience with countless companies has shown that deter-
mining the requirements, transforming the business, and solving all the technical problems can-
not be achieved on a shoestring budget. It would be unwise to try to implement a shared platform
with a small, underfunded team.

You might have heard the saying, “Complex problems have simple, easy-to-understand,
wrong answers!” We must recognize that the effort to develop a multisite platform that serves the
needs of the entire company is challenging, both from technical and business points of view.
Therefore, for the project to succeed, it must be properly funded, and this funding must be avail-
able before the main development effort begins.

Therefore, before the company’s executives approve
the project, they must ensure that the funding issue is
resolved. For example, the project might be funded by the
company’s head office, for the benefit of all the lines of
business. Alternatively, one or two of the divisions that are
most keen to have this platform might agree to develop it
initially on their own, without participation of the rest of
the company.
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Governance Issues
One of the issues causing much consternation is how to prioritize requirements. Each division has
unique requirements for its own site, and all the divisions are very much afraid that during the
development, their requirements would be considered lower priority than the needs of another
division.

It is therefore a good idea to set up an executive steering committee to provide overall
direction to the development process. To ensure everyone’s good faith, the steering committee
must have representation from all major players involved in the platform. In particular, there
should be representatives from each of the participating divisions who can use this forum to dis-
cuss the prioritization and, if necessary, trade requirements with each other.

It is important to ensure that the senior technical architect of the shared platform partici-
pates in the executive steering committee. One reason for this is that the business executives on
the committee probably need the presence of a technical specialist to present the technical issues
that arise and to explain their ramifications on the business.

Business executives’ lack of grip on technology is often legendary and is the subject of
many jokes. Here’s one: An HR manager says to a job candidate, “I see you’ve had no computer
training. Although this qualifies you for upper management, it means you’re underqualified for
our entry-level positions!”

However, jokes aside, often technical issues can be quite thorny, and it does take an expert
to explain them in the context of the overall project. For example, it is usually a good idea to
ensure the resilience of the platform by setting up redundant servers. This way, if one of the
servers fails for whatever reason, another server would take over. There are several different ways
to implement this failover capability, and they have different costs. The executives need the tech-
nical architect to explain the options available to them so that they can make an educated decision
as to how much they want to spend.

The chief solution architect is also needed on the steering committee to help resolve dis-
putes over requirements. Let’s say the executives are engaged in a difficult discussion to prioritize
requirements; that is, they need to eliminate some of the requirements, and each line of business
wants to ensure that its requirements receive the highest priority. In some cases, an architect can
devise a creative solution such that the requirements do not compete but in fact complement each
other; therefore, no dispute is necessary.

For example, let’s say a key requirement of one line of business is to allow each site’s prod-
uct administrators to exclude the categories that are not to be sold on their sites. The other divi-
sion, however, does not do such exclusions by category, but instead its administrators go through
the catalog and exclude one product at a time.

To a nontechnical person, these two requirements might seem difficult to reconcile. There-
fore, the representatives of the different lines of business might end up arguing about which one
of the product exclusion strategies is to be enabled on the new platform.

However, the solution architect might find that both approaches are possible and can co-
exist in a single catalog management tool. If the platform’s catalog infrastructure and catalog
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tools are designed correctly, each division could simply choose the approach that is most appro-
priate to its business needs. In fact, this way the divisions would also retain the option of using the
alternative approach if they decide to change the business processes in the future.

It is therefore particularly important that the development effort is overseen by an experi-
enced and visionary architect. This person is needed not only to design the platform for the com-
pany, but also to guide the business discussions about what the platform should do.

This brings us to another point about the governance
of a project to create a shared platform. The senior execu-
tives on the steering committee must be convinced that
there is a highly competent team in place that is capable of
designing and implementing the platform. This requires
not only understanding and experience with the underly-
ing technology, but also knowledge of the business and
project management skills.

Line of Business Agreement
In a large company, it is close to impossible to convince all lines of business to agree to transition
all their sites to a new shared platform. Even if a prototype is well received by many lines of busi-
ness, some people might object, if not to the viability of the proposal, then to the need for the
transition. They might argue, for example, that the current sites are working just fine and that the
business is much too busy with higher-priority activities to worry about this expensive and risky
investment.

Furthermore, in a large company, it might be close to impossible to review the prototype
with all the lines of business because such a process would take many months or even years, and
the whole project would get bogged down in lengthy discussions without ever producing concrete
results.

On the other hand, if the upper-level executives make the decision to proceed without input
and buy-in from individual lines of business, the chances are equally high that the project will not
be successful. The reason is that if a division or line of business feels strongly that its business
will be negatively affected by a common platform, it will find many ways to either stall the
project or somehow opt out of it.

Example of a Project Approved by Executives That Did Not Receive
Individual Line of Business Cooperation
Insufficient governance and lack of cooperation is exactly what happened at a large
European equipment manufacturer. The company made a strategic decision to base all its
commerce sites for all divisions on a single platform. The project failed after several years 
of trying to develop sites.
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continues

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

The manufacturer purchased a software application to be used as the basis for the project
and hired consultants to design the new multisite platform. The consultants put together a
design based on the assumption that all divisions will participate and created a vision of
integration between all the disparate systems using the latest technology.

Eventually, the integration technology did not work as well as promised, and many complex
differences between the divisions created numerous complexities that were extremely diffi-
cult to resolve.

Certainly, it can be argued that part of the reason for the project’s failure rested with limita-
tions of the software used to build the platform, and the lack of experience of the consult-
ants involved in implementing the project.

However, the biggest problem was the politics of project management. The dozens of divi-
sions in the company were not at all interested in losing technical and business control of the
hardware and software of their commerce business, and did everything possible to highlight
a multitude of business-specific requirements. It was impossible to convince them to alter
their business processes or to modify the business practices to simplify the requirements and
to make the multisite platform easier to implement.

Eventually, only one division was ever deployed on this platform, and the others continued
with their proprietary commerce strategies.

For the project to succeed, it can proceed only with
the full support of the lines of business served by each site.
The best way forward is to obtain strong support for the
platform from a small number of lines of business, which
are willing to be the first users of the new platform, even if
other lines of business give only lukewarm support, or are
neutral or negative. This way, it will be possible to start the

project with real business scenarios in mind, and with willing customers who can provide the
business and technical insights into requirements.

Executive Sponsorship
Mere executive support is not enough for the project to proceed. In addition to the support, it is
necessary for the project to be sponsored by a senior executive. There is a difference between

support and sponsorship: A supporter merely does not
stand in the way of the project, whereas a project sponsor
is personally involved in breaking down any barriers that
stand in the way.
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For example, an executive sponsor can help convince the line of business staff to give their
time to consult the project team so that they understand the requirements. An executive sponsor
can find resources for the project that are otherwise unavailable. Most important, an executive
sponsor will take personal responsibility to make sure that the project runs on track and will not
let the project veer too far over time and over budget.

Example of a Successful Project That Received Executive 
Sponsorship
One example of success due to executive sponsorship is IBM’s creation of its online business.
Realizing that the online business required commitment and involvement from multiple
lines of business, IBM created a new organization called Business Transformation and Chief
Information Officer. The head of this new organization had responsibility, among other
things, to deliver commerce sites for the whole corporation and reported directly to the
chairman.

This position created both a sense of duty from the people running commerce projects and
the leverage necessary to convince or sometimes even strong-arm other divisions to make
changes that were necessary to enable the creation of an online business.

Prototype of New Platform
There is an ironic law of project planning: In any decision situation, the amount of relevant infor-
mation available is inversely proportional to the importance of the decision. This is invariably
true when a company’s management team deliberates on whether they ought to invest in a new
commerce platform. Among the worst culprits in this respect are the discussions around the
acceptability of trade-offs and the justifiability of costs.

Of these two issues, justifying the cost and effort necessary for building a new commerce
platform is probably the easier discussion. In the end, it is bound to be framed by objective crite-
ria, with projections on cost, and the anticipated improvements based on selected measurement
criteria. At some point, it becomes no different from any other investment decision that execu-
tives are used to making.

On the other hand, discussions can become very contentious about whether particular
trade-offs that will result from introducing a multisite platform are acceptable, or whether such
changes in the way the sites operate will ruin the business. Frequently, a division that currently
enjoys the independence of having its own sites will argue that it needs to preserve that indepen-
dence, even if it means higher costs to maximize its business potential. Such an argument is 
difficult or even impossible to win for either side because it is inherently based on subjective per-
ception and business sense rather than on objective criteria.
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The best way to help resolve this argument is to create a prototype that shows how the new
platform would operate. The prototype is a scaled-down version of the new platform, which
shows how a site would look and how a small number of the typical administrative tasks would be
carried out.

Ideally, to be the most effective, this should be a
working prototype based on the software products pro-
posed for the project. However, a working prototype can
be difficult and expensive to produce, and often it might be
sufficient to create a simple mock-up of the site and its
administrative screens, which give the idea of what the
new platform would look like.

Prototype Objectives
A prototype serves several purposes. The first purpose is to bring reality to the discussion so that
the affected parties are clear as to the capabilities of the new platform. Without a prototype,
people are not sure about the capabilities and often can fill their gaps in understanding with their
own deductions. A prototype makes certain that everyone has the same understanding of the
proposal.

For example, it is one thing to simply say that a new platform will allow the rapid creation
of a new site. With a prototype, all the interested parties in the company can actually observe the
process of site creation, and in the case of a working prototype maybe even try it themselves.

The second purpose of a prototype is to enable all affected parties to ask questions and
bring forward issues relevant to them. Without a prototype, people can find it difficult to imagine
the proposed system, while a visual prototype will stimulate the discussions. This point is impor-
tant because it might very well be that changes are required to the proposed platform before it is
acceptable to the business. In fact, it is possible that after the proposal is amended based on the
input from lines of business, opposition to the proposal will drop because it will now accommo-
date the unique requirements of the division.

Finally, a working prototype is a good way to vali-
date the capability of the software to fulfill the necessary
requirements. It may be that, although the idea of a com-
mon platform is sound, the particular software selected
for the project might not be the right choice for the com-
pany. A working prototype is invaluable in evaluating
the capabilities and suitability of the software.
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A prototype helps visualize the
potential of a shared platform,
and its capabilities and the
impact of the platform on the
company’s business processes.

A prototype serves three purposes:

• It helps visualize the capabilities
of the multisite platform.

• It allows executives and line of
business managers to ask ques-
tions and suggest changes.

• It provides a way of validating
the suitability of the proposed
software for the shared platform.
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The Making of a Prototype
There is a well-known rule: “Everything should be made as simple as possible, but no simpler!”
This saying is particularly true of prototypes. The creation of an elaborate prototype can itself
become a huge effort and must be treated as a development project. It is therefore important to
make sure that the prototype effort is not trying to fully implement the major features of the plat-
form, but is only demonstrating how specific features would look.

There are three kinds of prototypes: working prototype, demo, and mock-up. A working
prototype actually implements some aspects of the platform so that you can see the operation of
the features in real life. Such a prototype would usually show the major interfaces, such as the site
itself, and some of the tools used to manage the data on the site.

For example, if the working prototype demonstrates the creation of new sites, the prototype
would include a tool through which a site planner can create a site. To complete this operation,
such a prototype would also show what the site would look like to customers and how adminis-
trators can modify the site to suit local needs.

A demo is often available with vendor products. Unlike a working prototype, a demo is not
geared to the company’s particular requirements but is a generic application meant to showcase
the product’s major capabilities. Although a demo of a site will not have the company’s content,
with some imagination the company’s executives and managers can understand the basic features
of the proposed platform and how it would work in the company’s environment.

On the other hand, with a mock-up, no components of the site are implemented. A mock-up
of a site or of the administration tools shows only what the interface of the proposed platform
would look like in the company’s environment. However, this kind of prototype would not allow
you to input actual data and see a result. Instead, a mock-up consists of images of the anticipated
Web pages, and sometimes might show these pages in a Web browser.

With a working prototype, you would need to set up the key components of the platform
environment, such as the database and application server. This often requires several servers to be
made available on a network, which is difficult to set up in every location where the prototype is
to be shown. Another reason why a working prototype might be difficult to create is that often it
requires programmers to implement the required business logic, which increases the cost of the
prototype and the time needed to create it. Making any changes to the prototype is also an expen-
sive and time-consuming process because it involves modifying actual software.

By comparison, a mock-up is much faster and cheaper to create than a working prototype.
To create a mock-up, you just need Web page or graphics
development tools, which are widely available and easy to
use. If you want to demonstrate a mock-up, no compli-
cated setup is required, but it can be shown on any laptop
computer.

Another advantage of a mock-up is that it is easy to
change if necessary. For example, after the mock-up is
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A prototype can be based on the
demo of an existing product, a
mock-up of a few pages, or it can
be a working version of the new
platform that shows a small num-
ber of key scenarios.
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shown to executives, they might suggest showing additional marketing scenarios or changing the
purchasing flow. Updating the mock-up to accommodate the suggestions is much easier than
reprogramming a working prototype.

What Kind of Prototype to Create
Generally, a working prototype is necessary only if the company is truly developing something
new that had not been attempted before. For example, if the company is evaluating a commerce
software application, and this application has been successfully used in similar scenarios, proba-
bly there is no need for a custom working prototype. A standard demo of the product’s features is
probably sufficient to show that it is capable of satisfying the company’s requirements. This stan-
dard demo usually shows the major tools and sample sites that the platform can create. Certainly,
in the standard demo, you would not see the company’s specific environment, such as its pre-
ferred look-and-feel of the sites, or the specific products catalog. However, if the company’s sce-
nario is sufficiently similar to the demo, it would not take a big leap of imagination for the
company’s business managers to appreciate how this product can implement the company’s com-
merce platform.

If the standard demo looks too different from what the company would need, it is insuffi-
cient to be used in place of a prototype. In this case, a mock-up of the key tools and the sites
should be created. This mock-up would show how the company’s tools and sites would look, and
the business managers would use the mock-up to discuss the necessary capabilities and features
that they require.

However, if the company requirements are truly unique, and significant customization
effort is required to implement the commerce platform, a working prototype is a good idea. This
prototype would show not only the key features of the future platform, but also that such a plat-
form is realistic. The fact that a reasonable working prototype was successfully created ought to
inspire some measure of confidence with the management that this product is appropriate for the
purpose, and that the company’s requirements can be met.

In all cases, it is important to clearly define the purpose, or scope, of the prototype. Any fea-
tures that are not in scope are not to be shown by the prototype, to avoid wasting resources and
also not to confuse the evaluation effort.

Example of Development of a Working Prototype
One large retailer in the United States wanted to create a commerce platform for its Web
sites. The company’s current site had limited capabilities in the area of marketing cam-
paigns. The management felt that with a better marketing engine, the company could
greatly increase sales through targeted campaigns that truly understood the customer
behavior. In addition, the company had a large loyal clientele, and it wanted these online
marketing campaigns to make use of the customer data that had been accumulated from
the company’s retail stores.
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The whole concept of integration of existing customer data with online sites was relatively
new and had not been tested in a comparable scenario. In fact, it was not clear to the com-
pany’s executives what sorts of marketing scenarios would be possible and whether the
whole effort was worth the investment. Therefore, the company invested approximately half
a million dollars on a working prototype that showed the integration of existing customer
behavior data with online stores.

The prototype development effort took the form of a mini-project. The team that put the
prototype together included a project manager, technical architects, programmers, and the
company’s business specialists, with some people working full time and some only part time
on the prototype.

Thanks to close collaboration between the technical and business communities, the proto-
type created several new advertising scenarios that were realistic and that carried the most
chance of increasing the company’s sales on its commerce sites.

After about two months of development, the prototype was shown to several of the com-
pany’s business managers and executives. The prototype was a success, in the sense that it
clearly demonstrated several new advertising scenarios that would be possible. The proto-
type also removed much of the doubt as to the technical feasibility of the concept of making
use of the existing customer data for advertising scenarios.

From the preceding example, we can see an important aspect of a prototype—namely, that
the prototype must show specific scenarios. It is not a good idea to simply show a mock-up of a
site. Rather, the prototype must focus on specific activities, whether by customers or by adminis-
trators, that would be enabled by the platform. For example, administrator activities could be cre-
ating a new site or preparing a site’s catalog; customer activities could be searching for a product
and following an advertising campaign or the checkout flow of a business customer.

These selected scenarios must be clearly shown by
the prototype, and no effort needs to be expended on
showing any other aspects of the future platform. It is very
important to be clear about what is included, to avoid
unreasonable expectations from the business audience.
Everyone must be made aware that this is only a prototype
and is intended to show only specific scenarios, not the
full operation of the site.

Funding the Prototype
Regardless of the kind of prototype being created, it can happen only if it is paid for. The funding
can come from one of several sources. In many cases, an application vendor might be willing to
pay for a portion of the effort to help convince the company to buy its commerce platform appli-
cation. This is a win-win situation, in that the application vendor gets a chance to work closely
with its potential customers and to understand their requirements. This not only helps the vendor
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Choose the easiest and cheap-
est prototype necessary to
demonstrate the potential capa-
bilities of a new platform and its
feasibility.

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

to sell the application to these customers, but also to get valuable feedback about the value of the
product and to generate additional requirements for future versions of the product.

Another party that might be interested in contributing to the prototype effort is the imple-
menter of the platform. When the platform is developed, the implementer is responsible for cus-
tomizing the application software and implementing the company’s specific requirements. The
implementation is often done by an independent services company, which is certified by the ven-
dor to work with this application. The organization that would potentially win the services con-
tract to customize the application might be interested in providing some funding for the initial
prototype. This option is obviously unavailable if the company is looking to create its platform
using the resources of its own IT department.

Finally, the company that needs the commerce platform might want to fund the prototype.
After all, the company has the most to lose and the most to gain from the platform. It makes sense
to ensure the suitability of the concept to the company’s needs before investing heavily in the
development effort. Therefore, the business must be willing to provide funding to a prototype for
its commerce platform.

Project Plan
After the project is approved, the next step is to develop a plan on how it will move forward. The
plan must have both technical and organizational components to it, and it must be realistic
enough that delivery of the new shared commerce platform can proceed on schedule.

Phases of Project Development
Typically, project development will consist of several phases: requirements gathering, initial
architecture and overall design, development, testing, and final deployment.

The requirements phase involves the determination of the key requirements for the com-
merce platform. These include such details as specific business processes that must be imple-
mented, performance and security requirements, and the amount of data that must be managed.

Architecture and overall design result in the high-level specifications for the shared com-
merce platform. These specifications include both the technical description of the characteristics
of the software and hardware involved and a description of the key business processes that the new
platform will implement. In the industry, this is sometimes referred to as solution architecture.

With overall solution architecture in place, the development effort will involve detailed
design of the platform, development of any necessary software, and procurement of hardware.

As is usual with any development project, the platform must be thoroughly tested, and then
it can be deployed with existing sites migrated onto the new platform.

There are many ways to organize the project to go through these phases of implementation.
In a traditional waterfall model, each phase is finished before the next one can proceed. Alterna-
tively, agile development techniques have been proposed, where the project is broken down into
many small cycles, and the whole platform is developed iteratively.
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Much literature has been written on the subject of project management and the various
approaches to software development, and this subject is not in the scope of this book. The key
point we want to make here is that, fundamentally, the implementation of a multisite commerce
platform is not different from any other large IT project a company undertakes. However, it is
important to keep in mind that this kind of project will not only involve IT personnel, but also
require the participation of lines of business.

Therefore, the planning of the project must consciously allow for necessary contributions
and reviews by the managers and subject matter experts within the lines of business. This line of
business involvement should not be limited to only requirements gathering but must be built into
the project plan so that the lines of business are involved in every phase of the project.

During requirements gathering, lines of business are the key contributors because ulti-
mately they are the source of requirements for the company’s commerce sites. During architec-
ture and design, the lines of business must provide subject matter experts that can clarify and
elucidate the requirements. It is also possible that IT architecture discussions will bring up addi-
tional issues that result in changes to requirements or creation of new requirements, and these
must also be discussed with experts from the affected lines of business.

Such clarifications and requirement discussions
need to continue during the implementation phase. Even
during the test phase, it is possible that some of the defects
found will result in the need to change design. Again, this
might affect requirements; therefore, the involvement of
lines of business is necessary. It can also be a good idea to
have lines of business directly involved in testing and
deployment because at this point, they can actually try creating or administering a site and there-
fore provide their initial evaluation of the new platform.

Long-Term and Short-Term Planning
Whichever project management approach is taken, it is important to realize that planning a com-
mon commerce platform for an entire large company at once is almost impossible and is therefore
a futile task. Even if a detailed plan were developed, by the time the project is under way, require-
ments and schedules are likely to change, making the plan largely irrelevant. Rather than attempt-
ing to create a detailed plan right from the start, the company would be far more prudent to divide
the project into stages, where initially only one or two of the sites are rolled out on the new plat-
form. Thus, the plan really consists of two parts:

• In the short term: A plan for the creation of the basic platform that supports the first
small number of sites.

• In the long term: A high-level plan for how other sites will be transitioned to the new
platform or how new sites will be created. This is sometimes called the roadmap of the
platform.
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Planning and implementing a
commerce platform must involve
experts from the affected lines of
business in all phases of
development.
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Initially, the first plan is the most important one. Subse-
quent long-term site rollout schedules need to be prepared
only at a high level so that the technical architects and
designers are aware of key future requirements they need
to prepare for. Later, when the next phase is undertaken, a
detailed plan can be put together for this phase, based on
the most up-to-date information and the business reality of

the day.

Design for Expansion
From a technical point of view, the division of the plan into near-term and long-term portions has
huge ramifications. Thanks to this distinction, initially there is no need to design for requirements
that are only necessary in future stages. Rather, the technical design should focus on fulfilling the
requirements of the initial sites, while making sure the platform can be grown in the future.

Let us consider an example of this technical trade-off.

Example of the Importance of Short-Term Site Delivery with Room
for Expansion for Long-Term Design Objectives
Imagine that the company’s first site on the new platform is a consumer site in the United
States, the next site is for business customers in the United States, and subsequently the
platform is to be grown to other worldwide consumer and B2B sites.

In this example, the initial consumer site has no requirements for customer-specific pricing
or customer-specific shipping terms that are necessary for the B2B site. Similarly, in the ini-
tial stages of both U.S. sites, there is no need for multiple language or currency support,
even though subsequently all these requirements will become important when the platform
is extended to other countries.

The proper focus of the technical team then has to make sure that the platform satisfies the
basic requirements of the initial site, which is the consumer site, in terms of the presenta-
tion, catalog, and ordering flow. However, the technical team must be aware of the future
sites to come and must design the platform in such a way that subsequently additional sites
can be easily created and that business customers can be added with their pricing arrange-
ments. Similarly, there is no need to translate the site initially, but the catalog and all presen-
tation must be designed in such a way that translation does not result in duplication of the
whole site, but that the translated text can be loaded later.

Such staged technical design requires great experience and creativity; therefore, it is advis-
able to make sure that the best talent is employed in the initial planning phase, from both techni-
cal and project planning communities.
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A common commerce platform
should be developed in stages.
The requirements must also be
considered in stages, first short-
term and then longer-term
requirements.
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A good analogy to this process is building a house.
If the house is well architected and planned out with a
good foundation, it is possible to build only a small por-
tion initially and even then decorate only some of the
rooms. Later you can decorate and put furniture into
empty rooms, and build additional structures, thus
expanding the house. However, if the house was initially
not well designed, each time you want to change some-
thing, the renovation will involve breaking down walls, putting in new plumbing and wiring, or
even reinforcing the foundation. Such major renovations will be both costly and disruptive to the
inhabitants of the house and can be avoided only by proper architecture and planning of the orig-
inal structure.

Project Scope Control
Typically, requirements tend to pile up quickly and turn from a few notes into large tomes of
information. Furthermore, requirements gathering can take months or years, because in the end
many requirements are subjective and depend on the perceptions of each business manager. In
one case, a company was building B2B sites and had high-priority requirements to allow cus-
tomers to place orders and also request quotes for better pricing of volume purchases. The project
team spent much effort trying to fulfill this requirement, only to find out that in the end it was not
actually necessary because the business decided that it was unwilling to field the large volume of
such requests that would come if customers could submit them online. Rather, the business
decided that it would continue handling requests for quotes via its call center. This is a typical
example of a business manager’s vision that translated into complex requirements and turned out
to be unnecessary.

Inherently, if line of business managers are asked to give requirements, they will come up
with as many requirements as they can. This response is logical and to be expected because from
the point of view of the business managers, if they submit a requirement, it has at least a chance of
being delivered, whereas if they do not submit, they won’t get anything for sure.

Consequently, when a company is gathering requirements, it is vital to maintain a ruthless
prioritization in such a way that only requirements truly necessary for business success are given
high priority. This process of prioritization requires the involvement of three players: the lines of
business, which originate the requirements; the technical team, who understand the cost and com-
plexity of implementing the requirements in time and resources; and project management, which
allocates resources to implement the requirements.

With a prioritization process in place, only the
highest-priority feasible requirements will be considered
for implementation, whereas the lower-priority require-
ments will have to wait until another opportunity to imple-
ment them.
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Even though initially only short-
term requirements need to be
implemented, it is important to
consider the key long-term
requirements and design the
platform to accommodate them
in the future.

The requirements gathered from
lines of business must be priori-
tized to select which ones will
actually get implemented.
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The Politics of Meetings
A common pitfall is to initiate a series of meetings involving all affected parties in the company
to introduce the project and discuss requirements. Usually, dozens of people need to travel to
such meetings, with many more attending by video or teleconference.

Experience shows such meetings to be futile. Attending these meetings by teleconference
is ineffective. Inevitably, people on the phone can barely hear discussions taking place in the
room. Their only contribution can be to answer questions from people in the room, directly to a
specific person on the phone.

Even if everyone were to attend the meeting in person, such a meeting is likely to be coun-
terproductive. People generally cannot have a discussion of complex issues in large groups
because either some people will be unable to follow the discussion, or they will not be able to
contribute due to lack of time. In addition, the number of topics to be covered is usually very
large, and it is impossible to involve all representatives who have an interest in each topic.

A classical example of large meetings is a parliament. The hundreds of representatives in a
parliament cannot possibly discuss all the complex issues behind a piece of legislation, which is
why most work of a parliament is done by committees. The full session of the parliament is only
necessary to ensure that all voices have been heard and to provide a forum to vote. The initial
study of the need for legislation and the detailed preparation of it are all done by a small group of
dedicated committee members before the legislation is brought forward.

Similarly, in a large company-wide project like the
one we are discussing, a company should not attempt to
agree on details by convening large meetings with repre-
sentatives from all lines of business. Instead, it is much
more practical to create a small core team, numbering no
more than five to ten talented people, which includes tech-
nical experts, project managers, and business specialists.
These people should be dedicated to understanding the
requirements and negotiating with the lines of business in
changing prioritization if they see it necessary.

It is certainly impossible for such a small group of
people to understand and examine in detail every require-
ment in the company. However, that is not the intent.
Rather, the job of this core team is to establish a well-

understood prioritized set of requirements. Depending on the size of the project, this core team
might create smaller subteams to help focus large areas of interest.

There might be other ways to organize this effort—for example, to assign analysts to com-
municate with specific lines of business and bring in technical people after the lines of business
have been interviewed. However, in the end, the fundamental responsibility of the core team must
be to put together a document specifying the major requirements that the first few phases of the
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Initiating a series of meetings
with a large number of people
when a project is introduced is
ineffective. Instead, a small core
team of five to ten talented
people including technical
experts, project managers, and
business specialists should be
created. This team is responsible
for guiding the project by ensur-
ing its scope, requirements, and
architecture are consistent with
the company’s strategy.
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project will accommodate. This compilation of key requirements can be viewed as the scope of
the project.

Subsequently, when development effort is under way, each set of requirements will need
detailed design and implementation, and as the project is developed, individual analysts and
developers will be assigned to implement each requirement. However, before these resources are
assigned, the core team will establish the scope of the project and thereby make sure that the
project does not lose direction.

In some cases, the core team might accommodate requirements by adopting them within
the project plan. In other cases, they might need to make hard decisions and leave out require-
ments that lines of business deemed high priority, if they feel that the project can still fulfill its
core mandate in other ways. Sometimes they might propose altering the requirements to make
them still acceptable to the business but easier to implement. Occasionally, the involvement of the
executive project sponsor might be needed to change the company’s business processes so that
the commerce business can proceed in the most effective manner.

The key characteristic of this process is that the
effort is directed by a small group of people working on
concrete issues one at a time. As necessary, the core team
will bring in experts from each line of business or IT, to
clarify issues, explain requirements, or describe strategy.
But the process should avoid the need to convene huge
meetings, where everyone is forced to listen to everyone else’s ideas, even though they are inter-
ested only in their own line of business.

Methods of Approaching Plan Changes
An interesting phenomenon in commerce projects is that when the project is initially proposed,
the line of business might not pay much attention to it because it knows that the project will not
be deployed for another year or two, and it has more pressing immediate business issues to deal
with. Subsequently, as the project gathers momentum, the line of business managers realize that it
is important to start paying attention to it and suddenly start giving numerous important require-
ments that the project team had never heard of. Such requirement changes can easily derail the
whole project because they can expand or shift the scope of the project in late stages, making it
impossible to deliver on schedule and on budget.

On one hand, the project team can be hard-nosed about these new requirements and explain
to the lines of business that the requirements are now closed, and they cannot squeeze in any new
changes. Logically, the project team has every right to take this stance, especially if they had
spent countless weeks gathering requirements at the initial stages.

On the other hand, the project team must be careful not to antagonize the business too
much. After all, if the team members produce a commerce platform that simply does not fit the
business, this platform will not succeed because the business will be unable to use it.
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It is a good idea to establish a
small core team that is responsi-
ble for gathering the require-
ments for the project.
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Therefore, the project team members must ensure that they have had sufficient input in the
planning stages of the project. In fact, this is an educated guess that they have to make before
closing the plan—namely, whether they think that they have had enough input from the business
to close their plan. It is better to delay closing the plan than to delay the project after the plan is
approved.

It is best that this decision is made consciously and that requirements gathering is treated as
part of the initial plan. The plan should therefore include a checkpoint, where the project team
members meet and agree that the requirements are sufficiently well understood that the rest of the
plan can now close and that project development can start.

Even after the plan is closed, the project team must
be open to review proposals for changes, such as additions
or modifications to requirements. The plan change process
must be published to all lines of business and must be
effective enough that there is a way to accommodate criti-
cal new requirements.

Overall, our advice is to maintain the core project
team through the life of the project. This team combines

the talents and knowledge necessary to ensure success of the project, and until the project is suc-
cessful, it is important to maintain the necessary talents and make them available to the develop-
ment effort.

Summary
Following is a summary of the observations that we have made. These are recommendations,
drawn from experience, on how to approach a project to create a shared commerce platform for
multiple sites:

• Sign up a small number of lines of business for an initial one or two sites.

• Prepare a prototype of the platform and review it with lines of business.

• Set up a steering committee to oversee the project.

• Get an executive sponsor for the project.

• Design big but build small; create an expandable design and implement only require-
ments necessary for the initial stage.

• Do not sacrifice essential features that are necessary to grow the platform in the future.

• Involve line of business experts in all phases of development.

• Prioritize requirements.

• Do not antagonize the business by rejecting key requirements.

• Avoid large meetings.
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It is better to delay closing the
plan than to delay the project due
to requirement changes after the
plan is approved. The plan
should not be closed until
requirements are complete.
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• Create a small core team consisting of project management, technical leadership, and
business leadership to establish project scope.

• Do not allow the plan to be closed if the core team feels that requirements are funda-
mentally incomplete.

• Create an effective plan change mechanism that allows submission and review of pro-
posed changes.

• Maintain the core team through the life of the project.

Summary 117
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C H A P T E R 7

Cost Structure of 
Multiple Sites

Key Concepts:

Classify costs into initial versus operating costs and IT versus line of business costs

Understand the savings of each type of cost that can be achieved by using a shared platform

Before undertaking a large companywide project to develop a shared infrastructure, a business
should understand and predict the cost savings that result from using a shared infrastructure for
multisite commerce when compared to independently developed and maintained sites. However,
depending on the nature of each business, the cost structure and corresponding savings will vary,
and it would be impossible in this book to predict the anticipated savings in a generic way. The
goal of this chapter is to describe where the potential cost savings would come from and demon-
strate how to estimate the magnitude of each type of savings.

To estimate potential cost savings from a shared multisite infrastructure, we must under-
stand both the main factors that determine the amount of savings from each type of sharing, and
the relative magnitude of such savings in a typical overall cost structure. Thus, we need to exam-
ine the various components of total cost and understand the benefit of shared infrastructure on
each cost component.

Classification of Costs
We can understand the typical cost structure of a site by looking at two angles: whether this is a
one-time investment or an ongoing operating cost, and whether the nature of the expense is for
the technical computer infrastructure or for the line of business. These classifications are illus-
trated in Figure 7.1.
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Figure 7.1 Categorization of costs for commerce sites

Let’s examine these two classifications to see the considerations that apply to each.

IT Versus Line of Business Costs
Imagine a brick-and-mortar retailer that also has an online commerce operation. To operate this
way, the retailer clearly needs computer hardware and software to run the site. In addition, it
needs to invest in IT services, either in-house or externally contracted, to customize its site to its
specific requirements, and to install the hardware and software. After the initial deployment is
completed, there is also a need to retain a core team to do regular maintenance for both software
and hardware, such as installing upgrades, doing backups, and performing any other IT tasks
required during operation of the site. The expenditure associated with all this information tech-
nology will quickly add up to a significant amount, which is usually referred to as the IT costs of
the site.

One large component of IT costs is services. Even if the platform is based on packaged
application software purchased from a vendor, services will be necessary to set up the platform. It
is impossible for any vendor to predict the requirements of all commerce businesses because each
company has peculiarities and uniqueness in its philosophy and operations. Therefore, invariably,
it is necessary to hire IT staff or contract external services to customize the software so that it
meets the company’s requirements. One typical example is developing a presentation template
for the sites, which usually requires IT services. Another example is customizing the administra-
tion tools to be used by lines of business so that they conform to the company’s internal business
processes. The installation and configuration of the software, and the effort to migrate existing
sites to the new platform, also require the involvement of IT services.

Part of the services cost is the support of the governance of the project. This includes hiring
or contracting of project management and the technical architects who oversee the development
of the platform.

In addition to IT costs, the other type of expense is called line of business costs, or LOB
costs for short. Line of business costs include all the expenditures to operate a commerce 
business that are not related to the technical implementation and maintenance of the site. One
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example of LOB cost for a retailer is hiring a creative team to design the site to be both easy and
pleasurable for customers to use. Another example is that the legal team will need to produce and
publish such material as a privacy statement and any legal disclaimers that must be posted on the
site. Such material may apply, for example, to the general use of the site, the purchasing process,
or the delivery of goods.

There are many other LOB costs associated with an e-commerce site. The retailer would
need to produce product catalog information in a format acceptable to the online environment,
with detailed descriptions, product comparisons, and images. Much of this information is typi-
cally not necessary in the environment of a brick-and-mortar store where customers can easily
view the products and packaging. However, with an online commerce site, customers cannot
make purchases unless detailed product information is displayed to them. Therefore, because of
the specifics of shopping in the online environment, much of the product information collateral is
an added cost associated with the online site.

Partitioning of Responsibilities Between LOB and IT

Each company has its own partitioning of responsibilities between the IT department and various
lines of business. However, as a rule of thumb, typically IT activities require greater technical
knowledge and training, whereas LOB activities require greater familiarity with the business and
less focus on the technology used to operate the business.

For example, the products that a company sells are determined by the various lines of busi-
ness; hence, catalog preparation is normally classified as LOB cost. Similarly, price updates and
inventory management are usually the responsibility of line of business administrators and fall
within the domain of LOB costs. On the other hand, issues with site security and performance are
the domain of IT.

To avoid confusion and reduce operating costs, the business must reduce the need to
involve IT in implementing business decisions. The commerce platform must be designed in such
a way that day-to-day business operations do not require the involvement of IT personnel. Ideally,
the line of business administrators should have the tools that enable them to implement business
decisions on their own, without the need for extensive technical training.

Thus, if the business decides to create a new marketing campaign or introduce new prod-
ucts, all the necessary activities to implement such decisions should be done by the relevant lines
of business without involving IT personnel. Similarly, if the business deems it necessary to create
a new site for a country or create a new site targeting a specific group of customers, the imple-
mentation of this decision ideally should not involve IT personnel but should be done entirely by
the line of business personnel.

Nevertheless, due to limitations of the technology, commerce sites often need services for
customization, extension, and configuration of the platform to meet the business requirements.
This IT involvement often requires significant expenditure and adds to the IT cost of the sites.

IT Versus Line of Business Costs 121

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

Initial Investment Versus Ongoing Operating Costs
Another way of classifying the expenses is by looking at the initial costs and operating costs. The
initial investment includes the acquisition of necessary hardware and software, and the invest-
ment in IT services to develop the platform and the sites that use it. Ongoing costs are necessary
to operate the platform and sites after they are deployed. For example, ongoing costs include the
maintenance of the hardware and software, and the day-to-day management of site content, such
as catalog and marketing data.

The initial investment is clearly necessary to create a commerce platform suitable to the
company’s needs and deploy the sites on it. Without the software and hardware and without the
services, it is impossible to develop the commerce platform or to deploy any sites.

In addition to this necessary spending, a business is frequently faced with the need to
expend more resources during platform development to make subsequent administration of the
site easier. For example, the business could theoretically manage the products by giving the list in
spreadsheet form to IT and asking the technical people to spend time to input it into the site.
However, it makes a lot of sense to avoid such an expensive, slow, and error-prone process and
instead to create tools that the line of business administrators can use directly, without having to
involve IT for every change. Development of these administrative tools requires initial invest-
ment but will improve site management and reduce operating costs of the site.

Such expenses are not completely necessary for the operation of the site; even without
these LOB tools, it is possible for the site to be operated by IT personnel. However, they are
examples of cases in which greater initial investment can reduce the subsequent operating costs.
In each case, a cost-benefit analysis must be done to determine whether the initial cost of each
additional enhancement is justified by the anticipated savings.

Typical Costs
Certainly, each business has unique aspects and can have expenditures that are not characteristic
of other sites. However, many types of expenditures are common to the majority of companies
when developing a commerce platform. For your reference, we show some of these typical costs
in Table 7.1.

Table 7.1 Examples of Typical Types of Costs

Cost Type Component of Cost

Initial costs: IT Computers and other equipment
Software
Services or development costs
Modifications to other systems in the company’s infrastructure, such as 
inventory, order management, or customer relationship management
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Cost Type Component of Cost

Initial costs: LOB Consultations with LOB managers, to ensure IT personnel understands 
requirements
Design and review of business processes
Education of LOB staff to learn how to use the administration software 
and follow the business processes

Operational costs: IT Site administration: backups, archival of stale data, performance tuning
Database administration
Application server administration
System administration, including monitoring, hardware maintenance, and 
software stack maintenance
Assisting line of business administrators to complete tasks that require 
technical skill or that can’t be done by LOB due to software limitations 

Operational costs: LOB Administration of orders
Administration of customers
Authoring of catalog
Marketing campaigns and promotions
Analysis of results and performance

Cost Impact of Using a Shared Commerce Platform
Table 7.2 summarizes the cost impact of applying the various kinds of sharing on IT costs, LOB
costs, initial costs, and operating costs.

Table 7.2 Impact of Using Sharing on Different Types of Costs

Reduction of
Reduction of Reduction of Reduction of Operating 
IT Costs LOB Costs Initial Costs Costs

Sharing hardware Large None Large Medium

Sharing software Large Medium Large Medium

Sharing data Small Large Medium Large

What we see from Table 7.2 is that using the same hardware for multiple commerce sites will
likely have a significant impact on reducing IT costs, of which hardware is a large chunk. How-
ever, shared hardware will not have noticeable impact on LOB costs because usually 
LOB administrators are not impacted by the IT infrastructure details. Sharing a single software
application for all the different sites will also likely help with IT costs because the business needs
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to purchase only a single set of software applications for the entire company. In addition, the
development effort of the platform, such as software customization and deployment, is shared by
the entire company, which also helps reduce the IT costs.

Using the same software throughout the company might also help reduce the LOB costs
somewhat. The company would need to have only one training program to help its employees
learn to use the tools to administer the sites. In addition, with centralized software, the company
could centralize its operations, for example, to have a single internal helpdesk where employees
turn for help if they have problems with the application. We thus see that sharing hardware and
software can have a significant impact on IT costs and also achieve moderate savings in the area
of line of business costs.

On the other hand, the ability for different sites to make use of the same data will likely
greatly reduce the cost of administration of the data. For example, the company could use the
same products catalog for all sites. The management effort of a large catalog can be enormous,
and the elimination of duplication of this effort among multiple sites can achieve tremendous sav-
ings. The same applies to other shared content, such as shared marketing collateral, or even the
setup of payment and shipping methods that are common among multiple sites.

Sharing data can also help with IT costs because overall there would be less data to man-
age. However, most likely this impact would not be as great, and the bulk of the benefit of shared
data lies with the reduction in LOB costs.

Looking at this situation another way, sharing hardware and software can help with initial
costs, which is assuming that the company purchases its hardware and software. Sharing hard-
ware and software would also help somewhat with operating costs because there are fewer
administrators to hire and less maintenance to apply.

Compared to that, sharing data is likely to greatly reduce operating costs because with a
single set of data to administer, the company needs much fewer staff to ensure all the data is
entered correctly and is up to date. At the same time, using shared data for multiple sites would
have a smaller impact on the initial cost of loading the data when the site is initially deployed.

We now describe the components of each type of cost and examine how each component is
helped in the multisite scenario by applying the sharing principles. Before proceeding with this
listing of types of costs, however, we want to make a disclaimer that this list is certainly not meant
to be a complete roundup of every possible expenditure that a company might encounter related to
the creation of multiple sites. Certainly, other costs will be present in each scenario. Here we focus
only on some typical costs to give an overall feel of how these costs are classified and how they are
impacted by the use of a shared platform for multiple sites.

Initial IT Costs
The typical initial IT costs fall into three categories: hardware, software, and services. The hard-
ware is all the computers necessary to run the sites and associated network setup required for
making the sites available on the Internet. The software consists of all the programs that must be
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purchased to run the sites. Services refers to all activities involved in developing the commerce
platform and the associated sites, such as design and architecture, programming, testing, and
deployment.

We now examine these initial IT costs for multiple sites and discuss how the costs are
affected by using a single multisite platform rather than running the sites independently of each
other.

Hardware

A large site usually requires many computers, so it can scale up to the needs of the millions of
customers that use the site. It is not uncommon for a large site to require dozens, or even hun-
dreds, of computers to handle the required load.

It is reasonable to expect that the total number of computers required for operating many
sites will be significantly smaller if the sites share the same hardware, compared to allocating
independent hardware resources to each site. The simplest technical reason for this has to do with
the more efficient use of computing resources by the single platform. The computing resources
required for a site consist of two components:

1. The overhead, that is, the resources necessary simply to run the operating system and all
the necessary middleware and application software

2. The incremental resources that need to be allocated depending on the load, such as the
number of customers accessing the site and number of orders placed

If each site effectively uses its own platform, each site must have sufficient processing power and
memory to handle the necessary overhead. On the other hand, with a multisite platform, this over-
head is shared by all the sites. Consequently, sharing a single commerce platform can be expected
to reduce hardware costs.

There are other reasons you can expect a multisite platform to save on hardware costs. For
example, the different sites could be sharing the same reserve of computing capacity—that is, the
processing power of the computers normally left idle, just in case the load on the site suddenly
goes up. Finally, if the sites can share the same hardware, acquiring fewer but more powerful
computers may simply be cheaper than having to pay for many smaller machines.

Software

The software consists of a stack of packaged programs that must be used to run the sites. The
most common examples of such products include operating systems and middleware used as the
basis for the applications. The software might also include packaged applications, such as an
application that creates and operates commerce Web sites, an application for managing the cata-
log, or an application for managing orders.
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Examples of Software Needed for a Commerce Site
This book is not intended to be an overview of software available on the market to help cre-
ate and manage commerce sites. The reason is not only to avoid arousing the ire of software
makers whose products are accidentally omitted from the list, but also because this field
constantly evolves, based on changing technology, and changing market situations where
new products are created, old products are discontinued, and software makers merge or are
acquired by each other. Nevertheless, to give you a feel for the breadth of this field, Table 7.3
lists some typical kinds of software that might be necessary for a commerce site, depending
on the company’s requirements. Usually, a company might already own some of the neces-
sary software but need to acquire other packages.

Table 7.3 Examples of Typical Software Associated with a Commerce Site

Foundation software Operating systems
Network firewalls and routing software
Systems management and monitoring

Middleware Application servers (for example, based on J2EE or .NET)
Databases and data management
Message queueing
Workflow management
Web servers, e-mail servers
Software and site development tools

Applications Commerce site management
Catalog management
Customer relationship management (CRM)
Business relationship management (BRM)
Order management
Marketing management
Analytics and reports
Tax calculations

If each site uses different software, the company ends up paying many times for largely the same
capabilities. Employing a single commerce platform therefore automatically results in savings.

Frequently, software vendors do not charge a single fixed fee for each customer, but instead
they have a variable price, depending on how much the software is used. For example, a com-
merce application vendor could charge an extra fee for each processor that is used. Hence, if a
company requires a dozen processors to handle its site, it has to pay a proportionate fee to the
software vendor.

126 Chapter 7 Cost Structure of Multiple Sites

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

As we discussed, using a shared platform for many commerce sites can be expected to
reduce the total need for computing resources and reduce the number of processors. So, for
example, if two sites were run separately, they might need many more processors than if they
were to operate on a single platform. Consequently, under the per-processor fee arrangement, the
single platform helps the company achieve significant savings in its software costs.

Services

The effort involved in the creation of a site can include such activities as:

• Planning

• Requirements gathering

• Project management

• Architecture and design

• Programming

• Testing

• Deployment

• Ongoing site maintenance

The first two of these activities are mostly the responsibility of the appropriate planning and lines
of business and site planning personnel, with limited IT involvement. All the other ones, however,
must necessarily involve technical personnel, such as programmers, testers, or architects, and
they contribute to the initial IT cost of the site. The involvement of highly paid IT personnel with
the associated need for project management, development tools, and software testing is usually
quite expensive.

With an ideal multisite platform, this situation can be completely changed. A good platform
would provide the tools necessary to create a new site without requiring significant technical
skills. With minimal training, employees who run the business now have the ability to create a
site as soon the business makes the decision to do so, without any need to explain the require-
ments to technologists. Hence, the whole effort and costs associated with design, programming,
testing, and deployment can be completely eliminated. Even requirements gathering becomes
easier because it no longer involves IT.

To be fair, however, we must realize such a vision of totally IT-free site creation has rarely
been completely achieved. Due to limitations of software or of network setup, the commerce plat-
form normally does require some involvement of IT personnel when a new site is created. For
example, the IT staff usually sets up the Internet domain name of the site. Another example is that
after site planning has created the new site, IT might need to retune the performance of the appli-
cation server so that the site runs as fast as possible. 

The IT group also needs to be involved if the new site requires new capabilities that the cur-
rent platform does not have. In this case, the company’s commerce platform must be enhanced;
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that is, designers, programmers, and testers need to spend time and money to add the missing
capability to the software. Alternatively, the company might need to purchase additional software
applications and integrate them with the platform, again requiring IT work. Modifications might
also be needed in the company’s other systems used by the new site. For example, the order man-
agement system might need modifications to handle new kinds of items or record additional
information.

Nevertheless, with a multisite platform, a lot of IT work in creating a site is truly eliminated
because the basic structure and capabilities of the site are all incorporated in the platform. There-
fore, using the platform can be expected to greatly reduce the cost of site creation.

Initial LOB Costs
Before a site is created, LOB personnel must be involved in a number of ways to prepare for the
site. These preparations consume time and resources from the business and therefore must be
treated as the initial LOB costs of the site.

Consultations with Business Managers

The first LOB cost to anticipate is the consultations with business managers. Such consultations
are necessary to ensure that requirements are understood by everybody involved in creating the
site, including the site planning and IT teams. Frequently, understanding requirements is not an
easy process, but takes many weeks or even months. During this time, LOB personnel might need
to consult many people, drawing time away from their regular duties. Therefore, this cost of con-
sultation can include two components: the time of the business analysts who are dedicated to col-
lecting and analyzing the requirements and the reduced productivity of line of business personnel
who must dedicate some of their time to requirements gathering.

Frequently, requirements gathering also involves considerable travel by analysts and busi-
ness managers to make sure everyone involved understands and agrees to the requirements. Over
the course of the project, such travel expenses can add up to a significant amount and must be
treated as part of the initial cost of the site.

With the use of a multisite platform, you can expect this consultation cost to be somewhat
reduced, although not by a large amount. The savings come from reduced involvement of IT per-
sonnel and removal of the need to interact between business and technical personnel. However,
fundamentally, before a site is created, it is essential that the site’s requirements are understood;
therefore, this component of the cost is not significantly affected by the use of a multisite com-
merce platform.

Business Process Review

Before the site is created, the business must ensure that it has outlined and reviewed the business
processes and procedures that will be involved in the operation of the new site. Examples of such
processes include customer service, order management, marketing, and catalog updates.
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Certainly, it is important that the business anticipates and prepares for the administration of
a new site before it is created, and this is true regardless of whether the new site is created on a
standalone platform or uses a shared platform. However, if a shared platform is used, this review
of business processes can be expected to be much easier. The reason is that when the platform is
created, it would already have outlined many of the processes involved with its sites. Hence,
when a new site is required, the business does not need to discover or design the processes, but
only validate that the standard procedures offered by the company’s commerce platform fit well
with the site. Depending on each site, changes or additional processes might need to be instituted
as well.

Therefore, the costs associated with business process review in preparation for a new site
could be significantly reduced when a shared commerce platform is used for many of the com-
pany’s sites.

LOB Personnel Education

Before a new site is deployed, there will be a need to educate new or existing line of business staff
who will be responsible for administering the site. These personnel must have training to follow
the new business processes, and they also must learn to use the tools provided to administer 
the site.

This cost of training is unavoidable, regardless of whether the site is standalone or uses a
shared platform. However, when a common platform is used for many sites, frequently the same
staff can administer multiple sites, which does result in reduced training costs.

Furthermore, the use of a common platform could reduce education costs because the com-
pany could introduce a single curriculum that would be used for the administrators of all its sites.
This approach is certainly cheaper than having to provide completely different education to the
administrators and customer service personnel for each of the company’s sites.

Operating IT Costs
When a site is deployed, IT personnel must necessarily perform a number of technical activities
to keep the site operational. For example, there is a need to regularly backup data, such as the cat-
alog and customer orders. It is also necessary to archive and remove old data that accumulates in
the database, such as withdrawn products or ancient orders.

There are also IT jobs inherent in operating any large application. For example, there might
be a need to monitor the application to make sure it is running smoothly, or examine logs for
errors or security exposures. Some IT administration jobs that have become disciplines in their
own rights are database and system administration. These jobs involve management of storage,
performance tuning, system monitoring, and security checks, and are all part of the day-to-day
operation of the overall platform used by the site. Finally, the IT staff are also responsible to per-
form regular maintenance on both the hardware and software of the site, such as installing fixes
and updates.
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If a site uses its own platform, it requires dedicated effort for all this application, database,
network, and system administration. On the other hand, if many sites share the same platform,
they can share all these costs. With a shared platform, there is only one database to administer,
one set of computers with the same operating system, and a single instance of the application to
maintain.

Therefore, we conclude that IT operating costs of a site can be greatly reduced if many sites
use the same commerce platform, compared to dedicating a separate platform for each site.

Operating LOB Costs
The final type of cost we discuss here is the business cost of running the site. We already dis-
cussed in previous chapters how the use of a multisite platform affects the administrative proce-
dures, such as catalog management, order management, customer management, and marketing.
We now discuss how the use of a shared platform affects the business operating costs of the sites.

Cost of Order Administration

If each site administers its own orders, the use of a multisite platform does not have any impact on
the cost of order administration. This is typically true, for example, in the case in which a site is
created for a country and orders are managed on a country-by-country basis.

On the other hand, in some cases order management can be shared among sites. For
example, if sites are created for different customer segments or for large customers, from the
company’s point of view, it is better to manage all the orders together rather than on a site-by-site
basis. A shared platform can provide the tools to make it easy to view and manage all the orders
created within multiple sites. This could reduce the incremental cost of order management for
each additional site.

Nevertheless, even in cases in which the order management is done across sites, the impact
of the shared commerce platform on the cost of order management should not be overestimated.
The reason is that most large companies do not use their online commerce software for order
management. Rather, they have order management or enterprise resource planning (ERP) sys-
tems dedicated to that task. These back-end systems are usually much better suited for order man-
agement needs and can already handle orders coming from different commerce systems.

Hence, the introduction of a multisite commerce platform is by itself unlikely to result in
significant savings in order management.

Cost of Catalog Administration

Very commonly, multiple sites make use of the same product catalog. Each site does not need to
expend any effort in product management but can focus on making only the adjustments neces-
sary for its needs, such as excluding products or categories that are not to be available on the site.

A shared commerce platform makes such catalog adjustments not only possible but also
easy to administer. Only a single group within the company is needed for product management,
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although the platform can provide easy-to-use tools that the administrators of each site can use to
view the shared catalog and make the necessary exclusions, set the prices, or add additional
information.

Therefore, the cost of catalog administration can be greatly reduced when a single catalog
is shared among many sites.

However, in other situations, catalogs are not shared by sites. This is typical, for example,
when sites are created for independent brands, and each brand is responsible for its own product
management. In this situation, the shared platform does not reduce the LOB cost of product
management.

Cost of Marketing

Just as with product management, marketing costs can be reduced by using a multisite commerce
platform only if the different sites can reuse a common set of marketing collateral. This is gener-
ally the case when the different sites sell the same products. In this case, it would be expected that
much of the collateral, such as images or even text, can be prepared once by a central group of
administrators. Each site’s administrators can save much effort by making use of information
within this library of marketing material.

However, generally even if product information is largely the same among different sites,
marketing is more unique within the context of a site. The text of marketing messages and the
flow of campaigns must be designed to closely fit the patterns of the site’s customers. Therefore,
even when it is possible to share some marketing collateral, the impact on cost savings is not
going to be as great as the impact of sharing the entire catalog.

Cost of Analysis of Site Results

The business performance of each site must be measured, and the site activity must be analyzed
to determine whether it is meeting the company’s objectives and also to see how the business
results can be improved in the future.

Certainly, the business needs to analyze each site separately in the context of its own rev-
enue and its own customers. However, the business might also want to analyze the results of all
sites and compare site performance with each other. Performing this task can be quite different
and time consuming when each site uses its own standalone platform.

On the other hand, when a shared platform is used, the data for all sites is readily available
in a single database. Therefore, it can be much easier to create the reports and the analytics that
truly compare sites against each other or which compare the sales of specific products on differ-
ent sites or to different kinds of customers.

Therefore, in a situation in which such site comparison is necessary, the company could
significantly cut its expense in analyzing the business results of its many sites.
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Summary
We have discussed a number of typical costs involved in the creation and operation of a com-
merce site. In addition, we saw how and when these costs can be reduced through the use of a
shared commerce platform. Table 7.4 summarizes this discussion by listing the various types of
costs and showing the anticipated impact of using a multisite platform.

Table 7.4 Impact of Shared Platform on Different Types of Costs

Magnitude of 
Cost Reduction 
Due to Multisite 

Component Commerce 
Cost Type of Costs Platform Comments

Initial costs: IT Computers and other Large Less equipment.
equipment
Software Large Fewer software licenses.
Services or development Large Less development to do.
costs
Modifications to other Medium Only one system needs to
systems in the company’s integrate with the 
infrastructure such as back-end systems, but 
inventory, order still each site may have
management, or customer its own integration 
relationship management requirements.

Initial costs: Consultations with LOB Small Each site must still ensure
LOB managers to ensure its requirements are

requirements are understood.
understood by IT
Design and review of Medium The business processes for
business processes the platform are known and 

published, so most likely 
each site would not have to 
re-review the entire process.

Training of LOB staff to Large A standard course may be
learn how to use the developed for each kind
administration software of administration, rather 
and follow the business than having to develop
processes one for each site.
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Magnitude of 
Cost Reduction 
Due to Multisite 

Component Commerce 
Cost Type of Costs Platform Comments

Operating Site administration: Large A single administration 
costs: IT backups, archival of effort for all sites.

stale data, performance 
tuning, etc.
Application administration Large Only one application to 

administer.
Database administration Large Only one database to 

administer.
System administration, Large Only one set of systems to
including monitoring, administer. 
hardware maintenance, 
and software stack 
maintenance

Operating Administration of orders Small Even if order management is
costs: LOB done across sites, normally

the commerce system is not 
the focus of this activity.

Authoring of catalog Large If a catalog is shared among 
sites, each site can spend 
minimal resources on 
managing product or catalog 
information.

Marketing campaigns Medium If marketing collateral is 
reused among sites, some 
savings can be achieved.

Analysis of results and Medium Data for all sites is in one 
performance place.
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C H A P T E R 8

Fundamental
Requirements 
for a Multisite Platform

Key Concepts:

Collect requirements to ensure completeness of implementation

Collect both functional and nonfunctional requirements

In this chapter, we describe the typical requirements that a company should seek from a com-
merce platform. Each commerce business has unique variations and has unique requirements
from the commerce platform it uses. This is necessarily so because each company must be cre-
ative in the way it does business to compete in the world market.

We cannot possibly provide a comprehensive list of requirements for a generic commerce
platform that will suit all businesses. The purpose here is not to provide a complete list, but rather
to describe those typical requirements necessary for a single platform to be shared by multiple
sites. We do not focus on details of requirements that are common to any business, such as pay-
ment processing or product comparisons, but assume that these commerce-related requirements
have already been articulated by each line of business. Instead, here we deal with those require-
ments that are essential to making the commerce platform shared throughout the company—that
is, what makes the commerce platform eligible to become shared by multiple sites.

Completeness of Implementation
The commerce platform used by a company consists of hardware, software, and administrative
services necessary to maintain the operations. It is important that each requirement is met by the
overall platform, and not only by a specific component of it. For this purpose, we can apply a
corollary of the well-known Amdahl’s law of computers.
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Amdahl’s Law
Amdahl’s law: A computer is only as fast as its slowest component!

Shared commerce platform corollary: A commerce platform is only as good as its worst-
implemented critical requirement!

Amdahl’s law was articulated in the 1960s as engineers were trying to find ways of building
faster computers. It states that a computer cannot work any faster than its slowest component.
Intuitively, this statement makes sense: You can have a super-fast processor, but if the memory is
slow, the computer will not run very fast.

The same rule applies to many things in life, such as business processes. For example, let’s
say your order management and fulfillment are very fast, but due to poor inventory management
there are frequent delays because items need to be backordered. Then, from the customer’s point
of view, your company is slow at shipping orders.

And getting back to our subject, the corollary of  Amdahl’s law is that a commerce platform
is only as good as its worst-implemented requirements. You can develop a platform that makes it
easy for the business to create and manage the global catalog and then adjust it to the needs of
each site with minimal effort. However, if your key requirements also include the capability to
share marketing collateral or marketing campaigns among sites, and this feature is not enabled,
despite all the excellence in catalog management, the overall platform might not be suitable for
the business.

Similarly, if you need to create many dozens of sites for different niche market segments, it
is important that order management be done by a single organization that can see and work on
orders from all sites, rather than one site at a time. If the platform does not provide efficient order
management capability, the business might not make use of it because order management costs
would exceed any benefits from the increased revenue of targeted sites.

One more example of the need to consider the requirements for the overall platform is with
regard to scalability and performance. The platform might enable the business to create sites that
the lines of business could only dream about and even provide excellent tools to administer all
aspects of the sites. However, the company must also consider such factors as the maximum num-
ber of sites that will be necessary, the number of estimated customers using the sites, and the
number of orders that will be created on each site. These considerations have nothing to do with
the functional aspects of the platform, but they are just as important. If the platform does not scale
up to the demand of the company’s sites, or if the sites end up being too slow for customers to use,
the platform is useless and the company cannot employ it in its business.

The set of requirements presented in this chapter were accumulated from experience with a
large number of situations encountered in the field. By no means do we assert that this list is 100
percent complete, and it is entirely possible that some requirements are not present. Each industry
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is inherently unique, and even each business within the industry always has its own peculiarities
that result in specific requirements. In some cases, we omitted requirements that were deemed not
to be sufficiently pervasive and applicable to all situations. It is also possible that you might have
additional requirements that we never thought of. Furthermore, depending on each individual sit-
uation, a company might find that some requirements in the list here do not apply to it.

However, the list compiled here is a representative collection of the kinds of requirements
typically encountered so that you are aware of the breadth of this field.

Site Planning Requirements
Site planning is concerned with such tasks as creating new sites, shutting down or “sunsetting”
obsolete sites, and assigning administrators to manage sites.

Site Creation
Ideally, creating a new site should require no involvement from the IT organization. In reality,
this is hard to achieve, particularly if the new site needs its own domain name. For example, if the
company ABC Enterprises has a division that sells a brand of clothing called FamousClothing,
ideally the URL to access the brand’s site should be www.famousclothing.com. This means cre-
ating such a site requires the registration of a new domain name and all the associated network
setup, which is normally the job of IT personnel. Without this IT work, the URL would be incom-
prehensible, such as www.ABCEnterprises.com/sites?name=FamousClothing.

IT involvement is also unavoidable if the site requires complex customizations, such as
modifications to the standard purchasing flow or unique pricing logic not previously supported by
the platform. When such IT involvement is required, it is important for the planners to determine
whether these requirements are unique to the new site, or whether they could happen frequently
with other sites and should be made available in the shared platform.

For example, if a company has already created several consumer-oriented sites and now is
looking to create a B2B site, it probably needs to create a new presentation template. Assuming
that this B2B site is one of several to be created, it is a good idea for the IT group to develop the
new template and make it available to site planners so that the next time a B2B site is created, the
company no longer needs IT involvement to help create yet another presentation template.

On the other hand, if the site is developed due to the special needs of a very large customer,
it is possible that the site has a unique requirement that cannot possibly be useful in any other sit-
uation. In that case, it makes sense to implement such unique requirements only in the context of
that site and not make them available to other sites.

Other significant work is involved in the creation of a site, and as much of that work as pos-
sible should be done by business rather than IT-oriented personnel. This work includes the actual
creation of the site, the selection of presentation template, a decision on when the site opens for
business, the specification of various site terms and conditions, a privacy statement, and even
uploading any site-specific graphics to be displayed on the pages.
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Aside from the initial planning and tasks requiring IT involvement, the actual site creation
should be an easy process that does not take more than a few minutes using an administrative
console provided by the platform. Subsequent finishing of the site, such as selecting the catalog,
setting payment and shipping methods, and so on, can take days or weeks, but site creation itself
must be so quick that it does not draw significant resources from the administrators.

Summary of site creation requirements:

• Routine site creation should be a quick, easy, and low-cost process.

• Routine site creation should require little or no IT involvement.

• If IT intervention is required, it should be possible to make a decision whether the new
capabilities developed by IT are to be made available to all sites or are to remain specific
to the new site.

Shutting Down a Site
A site might need to be shut down either permanently or temporarily. Temporary shutdown is
used when the intention is to re-activate the site at a later time. Permanent shutdown implies that
this site is not going to be made available to customers in the foreseeable future, and hence all
associated data can be archived and removed from the database.

Temporary Shutdown

A temporary shutdown can be necessary as an emergency measure if major problems are found
on the site, such as incorrect pricing or serious errors in catalog information.

We always hope that security is bulletproof. If security breaches do happen, and if the site
is maliciously defaced by a hacker attack, a temporary shutdown might be the only way to imme-
diately stop ongoing damage. The site can then be re-activated after the security issue is resolved.

The most typical reason for a temporary shutdown, however, is the need to make major
changes to the site, such as to modify the site’s presentation style or to update site-specific busi-
ness logic. While the changes are being loaded into the site and the modified site is tested, the
company needs to temporarily make it unavailable to customers. The site would be re-activated
after the loading or testing is complete.

Depending on the implementation of the platform, sometimes a temporary shutdown might
be required to load large volumes of data, such as catalog or customer data. For example, if the
update operation takes a relatively long time, and during the update the site becomes unbearably
slow, it might be better to temporarily shut down the site while the update is going on.

Permanent Shutdown

There are many scenarios in which sites can become obsolete and need to be permanently shut
down. If a company sells a division, the division’s sites need to be sunset and transitioned to the
new owner’s platform. Sometimes sites are transitioned or merged with other sites due to internal
reorganization of the parent company or due to acquisitions. Finally, it is possible that a site was
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originally created for a temporary purpose, such as a seasonal sales campaign or in support of a
product launch, and now the site is no longer needed.

In all these cases, the company must have the capability to shut down the site, archive the
associated data, and clean it out of the database. Cleaning out the data is important to avoid clut-
ter so that the administrators of the other sites do not get distracted by data that is no longer rele-
vant to them. Archiving and removing obsolete data are also necessary for technical reasons. For
example, databases tend to slow down the more data they have; therefore, it is important to
remove stale data to ensure the best site performance.

Requirements for Shutting Down a Site

Whether a site is shut down permanently or temporarily, several requirements must be satisfied.
Site shutdown must be an easy operation, with no involvement by IT. When a site is shut down, it
must not be accessible by customers—even by those users who had already logged on. This is
particularly important in case of emergency shutdowns, when many users might be accessing the
site, and it is necessary for all access by these users to be rejected immediately.

Customers should never be able to access a shut-down site but instead should be shown an
error message. However, if the site is shut down temporarily, it must still be accessible by selected
administrative personnel. For example, if the site is shut down because for some reason the prices
are wrong, administrators need to fix the pricing data and also to preview the site to make sure that
now the current prices are shown. Therefore, the administrators need the ability to make modifica-
tions to a site that has been shut down and to preview and test the site. This way, they can fix what-
ever problem caused the shutdown in the first place.

Another requirement is that the business administrators need to specify the text that appears
to users who try to access the site. Such text can be an apology for service disruption, a link to the
new home of the site, or information about when the site will re-open.

Finally, a very important shutdown requirement is that shutting down one site should not
affect the operation of other sites in any way so that users of the other sites are not even aware of
the administrative activity going on in the affected site.

Summary of site shutdown requirements:

• LOB administrators need to be able to shut down a site temporarily.

• Administrators need to be able to shut down a site permanently.

• Customers should have no access to a shut-down site.

• Designated administrators and testers should have access to a site that is temporarily
shut down.

• LOB administrators need to be able to specify alternative text that is shown to customers
viewing a shut-down site.

• Temporary or permanent shutdown of one site should not affect other sites.
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Managing Site Administrators
Each site operated on the shared commerce platform must have administrators who are responsi-
ble for tasks such as catalog management, marketing campaigns, or order management. An
important task typically carried out by central administrators of the platform is that initially,
when sites are created, administrators must be assigned to each site responsible for managing
each type of information.

Administering an individual site on a shared platform is not much different from adminis-
tering a site when the platform is not shared. In both cases, typically the responsibilities are
divided into a set of roles, and users are created and granted the roles that they need within their
areas of responsibility. In addition to having roles, sometimes users might need access to specific
resources managed by the site, such as a customer territory or the categories within the catalog
that they need to view or to modify. This scenario is illustrated in Figure 8.1.
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Order
Administrator
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Administrator 3
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Role: Customer
Service
Representative

Territory: USA

Figure 8.1 Administrator roles and resources

The main difference introduced when a single platform is used to operate multiple sites is that
frequently an administrator requires access to more than one site. For example, a customer ser-
vice representative might need to create or modify orders for both consumers and business 
customers, thereby requiring administrative access to both B2B and B2C sites. Another example
is a single call center in India that might be responsible for providing service to customers from
many English-speaking countries, such as the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and
Australia. This scenario is illustrated in Figure 8.2.
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Figure 8.2 Roles for accessing multiple sites

Sometimes the situation is more complex, and administrators need to be assigned different roles
depending on which site they work on. For example, a sales manager on one site might need
access on another site; however, on the second site, this administrator does not create orders but
only administers existing orders. This scenario is illustrated in Figure 8.3.

Site Planning Requirements 141

Site 1

Site 2

Site 3

Administrator 1 Administrator 2

Role: Sales
Manager

Territory: Northeast

Role: Product
Manager

Category: Furniture

Site 1

Site 2

Site 3

Administrator 1

Role: Sales Manager
Territory: Northeast

Role: Order
Administrator

Territory: USA

Figure 8.3 Different roles for accessing multiple sites

The requirement, then, is that when a new site is created, new administrators can be assigned to
the site, either by granting the additional access to existing administrators or by creating new
ones.

Frequently, it helps to arrange the sites in a tree-like structure, as shown in Figure 8.4. In
this example, Administrator 2 manages the products for all the company’s sites. Administrator 4
acts as customer service representative for all sites in Canada. Administrator 1 acts as a sales
manager for site 1 and as an order administrator for site 3.
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This arrangement makes the management of administrators easier and less time-consuming
because by a single assignment we can grant access to many sites. At the same time, this concept
of groups of sites introduces a complexity into the structure of the sites; this requires careful ini-
tial design to ensure that the structure of this tree of sites suits the company’s needs. Enabling
such access to groups of sites also requires comprehensive training of the site planning personnel
so that they can determine the correct role assignments that need to be done.

Summary of administrator management requirements:

• Site managers need to create administrators and assign them roles and access rights to
resources within a site.

• Site managers need to assign roles and access rights to an administrator for groups of
sites.

Site Reports
Typically, each line of business is responsible for administering its own sites and is not concerned
with the operation and performance of the other sites the company has. However, the company as
a whole must maintain a good understanding of the overall operation of the platform and measure
the success or failure of each site. This includes measuring how well the sites service the cus-
tomers and how well the sites fulfill the objectives set by the business. In addition, even a single
division of a company can end up operating multiple sites and might need to obtain reports on the
performance of several sites within its domain.

142 Chapter 8 Fundamental Requirements for a Multisite Platform

World
Sites

USA Canada

Administrator 1

Administrator 2

Administrator 4

Role: Product Administrator
Categories:  Furniture

Role: Customer Service Representative

Role: Sales Manager
Territory: Northeast

Role: Order Administrator
Territory: USA

Site 2 Site 3 Site 4 Site 5Site 1

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

Site planning personnel also need reports to monitor the operation of the overall platform
and see whether it is successful in hosting the sites.

Companies have used many approaches to monitor and obtain reports on their commerce
sites. Such approaches range from simply generating reports directly from operational data, cre-
ating data warehouses, or outsourcing report generation to third-party analytics providers. All
these approaches apply to the multisite commerce platform as well, but with one difference:
When all the sites are handled in the same platform, it is much easier to monitor them and aggre-
gate information from all the sites. Because all the information is available in a single data
source, administrators can easily collect it all and analyze it without running into complicated
data collisions and data cleaning issues that many data warehouses have to grapple with when
they merge data coming from multiple data sources.

Each business might have the need for different kinds of reports, but the company might be
interested in the following kinds of information to compare sites with each other:

• Top-selling sites

• Top-selling products and categories of each site

• Comparison of success of global marketing campaigns in each site

• Comparison of customer visits and purchases among sites

• Comparison of site activity

• Comparison of response times among sites

As is usual with commerce business, no matter how many reports the infrastructure or the reports
vendor provides initially, as the business develops, new report requirements will emerge. There-
fore, another requirement is for the business to quickly and easily generate additional reports and
analyze the data in multiple ways so that they have the ability to both understand the patterns
within their business and forecast expectations of future activity.

Summary of reporting requirements:

• Administrators need to monitor activities on sites.

• Administrators need to produce reports on individual sites or on groups of sites.

• Administrators need to compare sites and the activities within them.

• Administrators need to be able to easily create additional reports and have detailed
analysis of site behavior.

Site Presentation Requirements
From the point of view of site flow and presentation, a platform that is used for multiple sites
must enable the IT personnel to create several presentation templates and allow each site to select
the presentation template appropriate to it. This selection can either take place initially when the
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site is created, or an extra degree of sophistication could allow the site administrators to choose a
different presentation style later during the site’s operation.

Other than choosing the presentation template, each site must have additional options to
vary its presentation, such as changing the position of the navigation bar or changing the color
scheme. It might also be useful for site administrators to turn on or off certain features of the site.
For example, say a B2B company needs the capability for customers to submit requests for a
quote, but this is required only for the U.S. and Canadian sites, and not yet supported in Europe.
In this case, it would be useful for European site administrators to be able to turn off this feature
within the presentation template, whereas in the United States and Canada it would be turned on.

Another important requirement of site presentation is that site administrators must be able
to put up messages specific to their sites, such as a welcome message, news announcement, legal
disclaimer, or privacy statement. Depending on the sophistication of the operation, the adminis-
trators might need these messages to be only text, or they might need to create rich multimedia
messages, including graphic images and even video clips or sounds.

Finally, for a truly unique site, such as a site created for a distinct brand, it might be neces-
sary to create a presentation template and style unique to that site and not shared with other sites
as a presentation template. Although creating and maintaining the presentation material for such
a site would be expensive, doing so might be necessary to maintain the uniqueness of the site, and
it would be undesirable to allow other sites to reuse or have access to this presentation template.

Summary of presentation requirements:

• Selection of presentation template by site.

• Ability for site to select features within a template that it needs.

• Ability to create site-specific messages, either simple text or with rich media.

• Ability for some sites to create a unique presentation that is not made available to other
sites.

Catalog Management Requirements
The key requirement for catalog management is that catalog information needs to be shared
among sites. However, the sharing of catalog information must not be all-or-nothing, where the
entire catalog, including all products and categories, becomes visible on all sites. Rather, catalog
administrators of each site must be able to select the categories and even products that should be
displayed on their site; alternatively, they might prefer to select the categories and products that
should be excluded from that site. This selection of products and categories to be used on a site is
the job of the line of business team and should not require any involvement from IT personnel.

Catalog inclusions or exclusions must be pervasive in the site so that an excluded product
cannot be shown or purchased in any way on that site. For example, let’s say there is an item
called “product A,” and it has a cross-sell called “product B.” Normally, when shoppers add
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product A to their shopping cart, they are also shown product B. If, however, product B or its cat-
egory is excluded from the site’s catalog, this cross-sell should not show up even when product A
is displayed. Similarly, no advertisements or promotions for product B should be displayed on the
site that excludes this product.

In some cases, site administrators need to create and manage products or entire categories
applicable only to that site and not shared among multiple sites. For example, such products
could be created for the unique needs of a large customer and are made available only on the cus-
tomer’s site.

These site-specific products might be entirely new, or they can be bundles of products
drawn from the master catalog. In either case, when site catalog administrators create such new
products, they must be able to create all the associated information that enables customers to
search for, view, and purchase the products. For example, they need to place products within the
catalog hierarchy, assigning it to the correct categories, and create all the collateral information
for the additional products or categories, including any descriptions or rich media, and even cre-
ate any associated up-sells or cross-sells.

In some cases, such products might need to be visible in more than one site, but not in all
sites. In this situation, the administrators have a choice on how to approach this task. They could
create the product in the master catalog shared among all sites and then inform all affected sites to
exclude the product if they do not want it to be available on their site. Alternatively, it would be
useful to create a product or category and share it with only a group of sites. This approach can be
somewhat similar to the way administrators need to be assigned to groups of sites, except that the
groups of sites here share catalog information rather than administration rights.

Another aspect of catalog data that administrators must manage is pricing. The common
platform must allow both the sharing of prices among sites and overriding the prices within a site.
Such overrides frequently take the form of a site-specific price list, which is used only within the
site. Alternatively, the site might want to make use of the master pricing data managed with the
master catalog and provide percentage adjustments, either uplifts or reductions, to other products
or categories. The advantage of such percentage uplifts or reductions is that they remove the need
for site administrators to manage the price point of each product, allowing them instead to create
only a small number of broad rules that are much easier to manage.

Summary of catalog management requirements:

• Multiples sites need to share the same products catalog.

• Administrators of individual sites need to specify the subset of products and categories
from the shared catalog that is to be shown on their site.

• Administrators need to create unique products or categories and to place them within the
catalog hierarchy of the master catalog.

• Such unique products and categories can be made available to only one site or to a group
of sites.
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• Products and categories specific to a site or to a group of sites should not be visible
within other sites.

• Prices can be shared among sites.

• Administrators can override prices by either site-specific price lists or by rules that
result in uplifts or reductions. Such rules can apply to individual products or entire 
categories.

Marketing Campaigns Administration Requirements
We have seen two approaches to sharing marketing campaigns among sites. The first is to create
marketing collateral centrally and share it among multiple sites, so that creation of marketing
activities is easy for all sites in support of global marketing campaigns.

The other approach is to create a marketing campaign and make it appear on all sites, with-
out the involvement of administrators of each site. As we described in Chapter 4, “Sharing and
Caring,” this approach is rarely useful but can be applicable for some global campaigns that are
limited to advertising. However, even in this case, it might be necessary to create such shared
campaigns for only some of the sites—for example, only for sites in Europe, or only for con-
sumer sites but not for B2B sites. Additionally, each individual site must have to ability to opt out
of such a campaign; that way, even if the central administrators create a global shared campaign,
some individual sites can still have the option of not showing it.

Summary of marketing campaign administration requirements:

• Administrators need to create marketing collateral and share it among all sites.

• Administrators need to create global campaigns and share them among all sites or
restrict them to groups of sites.

• Administrators of an individual site need to create marketing activities using the shared
collateral information.

• Administrators of a site need to be able to opt out of shared global marketing campaigns.

Order Management Requirements
Order management requirements can vary greatly depending on the reason the business has cre-
ated multiple sites. For example, typically, for country sites, orders exist in the context of each
site and are managed only in that context. Thus, if customer service representatives need to find
and modify a customer’s order, it is reasonable for them to first have to go to the site of the cus-
tomer’s country.

On the other hand, if sites are maintained for each of a company’s divisions, it is more con-
venient for the company to look for orders and manage them globally across all sites. This way, if
customers look for an order, they or customer service representatives would search for it across
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all sites based on customer’s name, approximate time the order was placed, and perhaps other
information about the order, such as the products it contains.

Frequently, both types of order management are required so that some groups of sites need
their orders managed together, and other sites insist on having their orders managed separately
within their own domain. It is therefore a requirement that the shared commerce platform allows
administrators and customer service representatives the option of searching for orders and man-
aging them within a group of sites. The authorized administrator needs to sell all orders within
these sites, without having to access each site separately and manage orders within it. At the same
time, administrators must also view orders in the context of an individual site.

Summary of order management requirements:

• Order administrators and customer service representatives need to search for and man-
age orders within the context of a single site.

• Order administrators and customer service representatives need to search for and man-
age orders within the context of a group of sites.

Customer Management Requirements
Often a single customer needs to access several sites operated by a company’s divisions. From the
customer’s point of view, such access must be seamless so that she never has to reinput her
address or payment information, and the single customer profile is consistently available to all
sites the customer uses. If a customer has business contractual arrangements with the selling
company, usually the same terms and conditions should be applicable to all sites that the cus-
tomer uses. Therefore, a requirement for site administrators is to grant a customer access to mul-
tiple sites, whether this customer is a consumer or a business. 

If a customer’s profile is revoked, that customer loses access to her profile in all the sites
she was registered to.

In other cases, however, when customers access different sites, the company prefers them to
be completely unaware that these sites are in fact on the same platform. Instead, these customers
view the sites as completely unrelated to each other and maintain separate profiles for them.

Summary of customer management requirements:

• Administrators need to be able to grant customers access to a site or to a group of sites,
while using a single profile.

• If a customer accesses a site to which her profile has not been granted access, she views
it as a completely unrelated site and must establish a new profile in it.

• Revocation of a profile should disallow access by that customer to all the sites for which
the profile is registered.
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Quality Assurance Requirements
We have discussed that a large commerce operation has a huge volume of data that needs to be
regularly updated. We have also described that many different administrators can be involved in
updating the data, such as catalog administrators, marketing administrators, and so on. However,
typically, the IT infrastructure for commerce sites is set up in such a way that the administrators
cannot directly modify the catalog or the marketing campaigns shown on the commerce site.
Instead, the administrators create and change data only in what’s known as a staging environment
or quality assurance environment. This concept is illustrated in Figure 8.5.
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Figure 8.5 Quality assurance environment for commerce sites

The production environment contains the actual live sites made available to customers. The qual-
ity assurance environment contains all the same sites, except they are not made available to cus-
tomers, but only to personnel involved in administration and testing of sites.

Any necessary changes are normally done by administrators only in the quality assurance
environment. Similarly, if a large amount of new or modified data needs to be loaded, this is done
in the quality assurance environment. After the administrators have finished changing the sites or
creating the new catalog or marketing data, the testers can preview the sites in this environment to
make sure that all the changes are acceptable.

Only after the information is tested can it be approved to be made available to customers,
which is accomplished by promoting the changes from quality assurance into the production
environment.

Companies have used many methodologies and technologies to ensure such quality assur-
ance of commerce data, and here is not the place to elaborate on these technologies. The issue rel-
evant here is that when a single platform is used for multiple sites, most likely the administrators of
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several sites are editing the data at the same time. Hence, this quality assurance environment and
the associated processes must be able to deal with changes happening to multiple sites at once.

The simultaneous administration by all sites makes quality assurance particularly complex.
One site’s administrators might have completed a project and now need to start previewing and
testing their changes, whereas other sites are not yet ready to test their changes. After a site’s
administrators have approved the changes, they will want to propagate them to the production
environment; however, in this case, it is vital to make sure that only the approved data is propa-
gated, that is, only the data associated with the site or sites that have been tested.

This multisite quality assurance environment is illustrated in Figure 8.6.
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Figure 8.6 Quality assurance environment for a platform with multiple sites

What we see is that the administrators of each site might be working on multiple projects. Any
project, when completed, must be tested independently of other projects, and then the changes
relevant only to that project and to that site propagated to the production environment.

A more complex situation arises when shared data is being changed, such as the global cat-
alog or collateral used by marketing campaigns in many sites. In this case, changes to shared data
will affect all sites that make use of that data. For example, if a new product is added to a cate-
gory, all sites that have not excluded that category from their catalog will automatically be show-
ing the new product. Therefore, part of the project involving modifying shared data can involve
administrators of individual sites making changes necessary to ensure the new data is acceptable
within their sites.
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Another important aspect of changing shared data is that the changes must be tested in the
context of all the sites that make use of that data. Therefore, this project to create or modify
shared data must involve quality assurance personnel who have the ability to preview and test
changes in the quality assurance environment for any site.

The project for modification of data shared by multiple sites is shown in Figure 8.7.
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Figure 8.7 Quality assurance environment when shared data is updated and previewed

With such a project, it is not sufficient to simply allow each site to have its own scope of changes,
isolated from other sites. Rather, this project involves both central administrators responsible for
management of shared data and the administrators of individual sites. Many administrators work
on these complex multisite projects simultaneously, and they test and preview the changes in the
context of multiple sites. When finally changes are propagated to the production environment,
they affect customers on all the sites that make use of the shared data.

Summary of quality assurance requirements:

• Administrators of each site need to work on projects independently of other sites,
including making changes, previewing and testing, and propagating the related changes
to the production environment.

• Administrators of individual sites need to collaborate with central administrators on
projects that involve shared data and that affect multiple sites.

• Quality assurance personnel need to preview changes to shared data within the context
of multiple sites.
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Performance and Scalability Requirements
From the customers’ point of view, site performance is the amount of time that customers have to
wait after every click on the site. Similarly, administrative performance measures how fast the
site responds to requests by administrators. Every company wants its commerce sites to be as fast
as possible. The goal is to ensure that customers are not annoyed by having to wait a long time
after each click and also to ensure that administration tasks can be carried out as fast as possible.

Performance requirements for a site hosted by a shared platform along with many other
sites are no different from performance requirements for an independently managed and hosted
site. However, one aspect of performance is unique to a shared commerce site platform: It has to
do with the scalability of the platform or how well the platform responds to the rising traffic on
some sites.

Let’s imagine a situation in which two sites share the same platform. One of them is
extremely busy, but the other is not heavily used. For example, during the holiday shopping sea-
son, you would expect traffic on the consumer site to be really heavy, whereas the load on the
B2B site might be average or even relatively low.

In this situation, you do not want to assign the same computing resources to both sites. If
you do that, the capacity of the overall system will be sitting unused due to low traffic, whereas
the consumer site will be slow because it cannot handle all the traffic. The desired behavior is that
the operational environment will automatically adjust itself so that each site has optimal perfor-
mance at all times.

Another important aspect to consider is that the platform must scale up as the number of
sites grows. When each additional site is created, there should be as little impact as possible to the
performance of all other sites. In some cases, a company might need to create hundreds, or even
thousands, of sites, and it is important that the platform can handle as many sites as the business
needs.

Summary of performance and scalability requirements:

• Sites are to perform in such a way that the customers and administrators do not have to
wait for a long time to complete their actions.

• Computing resources should be allocated evenly to all sites, so that a lightly used site
does not hold up computing power from the busy sites.

• Creation of new sites should not affect performance of existing sites.

Resilience Requirements
When multiple sites share the same platform, resilience can become a key question that the com-
pany must address. Each division of the company certainly wants its sites to be available to cus-
tomers 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. However, in real life, service interruptions can occur. The
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IT department can anticipate and plan for some interruptions such as system updates. However,
interruptions can also happen unexpectedly due to system failures coming from software or hard-
ware, as a result of mistakes by administrators, or even from overload due to unexpectedly high
customer traffic on the sites.

What every company division would be afraid of in the shared environment is that its site
would become nonoperational, or down, due to conditions caused by other sites. The following
example describes a possible situation in which a defect in one site can adversely affect all other
sites on the platform.

Example of Defect in One Site Affecting Other Sites
Imagine that the administrators of one of the smaller sites that normally has relatively little
revenue decide to load additional product data for a new product line. They prepare a large
file containing the new products and the corresponding attributes of each product. To load
this data, they use a new utility written by a high school student on a summer job. This util-
ity generates the product input file from the product spreadsheet. The product spreadsheet
contains all the information about the products, including prices, descriptions, and attrib-
utes. This utility generates an input file of new products, and the administrators start
importing the data and go for lunch.

The utility has a defect: The file it generates contains millions of “dead” attributes for each
product. This defect was never noticed because the dead attributes are never displayed.

The administrators start importing the data and go for lunch. When they come back, the
data is imported; they preview it and see that all the products are there, and they are dis-
played correctly in the quality assurance environment. The administrators approve the
changes, and soon the new products are propagated to the production environment. What
they don’t know is that they have imported not only the data that was previewed and
approved, but also the large volume of “dead data” that is never displayed but is neverthe-
less present in the database.

After the data is propagated, the database of the production environment has hundreds of
millions of new attributes that are not visible to customers. Search speed can be easily
affected by the number of entries to search through. Hence, if a customer is looking for a
product with a particular value of a “real” attribute, searching can become excruciatingly
slow because the database must look through huge volumes of data.

Because all sites are actually sharing the same database tables that keep product data on the
platform, this search performance issue will affect all sites, even the ones that have nothing
to do with the defective catalog load utility and that do not sell or display any of the affected
products.
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This scenario shows how mistakes made on one site could negatively affect other sites. The
worst case scenario, of course, occurs when a problem with logic or data that is specific to one
site causes the entire platform to go down, which can cause enormous losses to the company.

It is therefore extremely important for the shared platform to ensure resilience, where prob-
lems are confined to the scope of a small number of sites but do not affect all sites. A number of
techniques can be employed to promote such resilience, which can take the form of instituting
operational procedures to be followed by administrators, of rigorous quality control, and of soft-
ware- or hardware-based techniques.

The other aspect of resilience is that following a system shutdown, either planned or acci-
dental, IT personnel should restart all sites quickly and easily. We definitely want to avoid a situ-
ation in which each site must be started manually one by one, but rather all sites should be made
operational with a simple procedure.

Summary of resilience requirements:

• Failure in one site should not affect other sites.

• IT personnel needs to stop and start all sites easily.

Security and Privacy Requirements
In any business system, whether computer based or manually operated, security should never be
treated as an afterthought but must be considered at the earliest stages of system development.
When many sites share the same platform, security of information among sites is not just impor-
tant, it is absolutely essential for the platform to be usable by the company.

The question of commerce site security has been made famous by such lapses as loss of
personal and credit card information, hacker attacks and site defacements, and malicious admin-
istrators. Here we focus only on the issues created by having multiple sites reside on the same
platform. Security issues can be classified by their origin—namely, issues originating with a
site’s real or malicious customers, with real or malicious administrators, and with healthy or
defective computer systems.

Customer Security and Privacy
With regard to a site’s customers, their expectation is that their activity on the site cannot be
tracked by or known to other customers. With a shared commerce platform, an additional intu-
itive expectation is that their behavior on one site is not tracked or visible on another site. In a
poor implementation, such customer visibility can be overt; for example, after having registered
on one site, customers can access another site with the same profile. As we described in Chapter
4, this capability can be useful in some scenarios, but sometimes it can cause confusion and even
resentment by customers who are surprised that their private profile information has somehow
found its way into a different site. After all, the customers might not know or care that the sites are
all owned by one company; all they care about is the privacy of their information!
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Another requirement for the business is that while customers access one site, they cannot
derive any information about another site. For example, while accessing a site’s catalog, the cus-
tomers should have no way of knowing about products excluded from this site or made available
only to another group of sites. Similarly, customers of a site should be unable to view marketing
campaigns or any other material that is not made available on the site they are looking at.

In some cases, this isolation of information between sites is hard to achieve. This can be the
case, for example, if the entire platform has a single set of user IDs selected by the customers at
registration. Imagine the case of a customer named John Jedediah Smith, who has already regis-
tered on the site of one of the company’s brands and chose for himself the user ID jedediah, a
clearly infrequently used ID that is easy for him to remember. In fact, this person uses this
uncommon name on all the sites where he registers and has never encountered a situation in
which the user ID is already taken by someone else.

This customer now wants to register on the site of another brand and selects the same user
ID. However, unbeknown to Mr. Smith, the second brand’s site is using the same platform as the
first brand, and he is informed that this user ID is already taken! In this situation, Mr. Smith might
be surprised to find out that another person uses the same rare user ID.

This situation can be prevented in several ways—for example, if the platform tracks not
only the user ID, but also the site where it is used, thereby avoiding user ID collisions. The
designers of the shared platform must carefully foresee such situations and make decisions
whether the possible exposure of information is important enough to worry about or whether it is
insignificant and can be ignored by the company.

Summary of customer security and privacy requirements:

• Customers of each site should be unable to determine the existence of other sites on the
same platform.

• Customers of each site should be unable to access any information excluded by the site’s
administrators or not made available to the site.

• Customers of each site should be unable to derive information about customers of other
sites.

• If a customer is granted access to multiple sites, that customer can use the same profile
within those sites.

Administrative Security
Just like customer security, administrative security is concerned with isolation of information
among sites; however, it focuses on access to information by the administrators of the sites. The
general rule is that data shared by multiple sites must clearly be visible to administrators of all the
sites. For example, administrators of all sites must see the global catalog to make decisions on
which categories are to be excluded in their context.
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At the same time, data created in the context of only one site or in the context of a specific
group of sites should be inaccessible by administrators of any other sites. For example, if a product
is created only within one site, the administrators of other sites should be unable to see that product.

There is an additional aspect to administrative security that is important when a single
administrator has the right to manage information in multiple sites. It is possible that the adminis-
trator’s roles in the various sites are different. Let’s say that an individual administers the catalog
in one of the sites, which means that he can view the global catalog information that all sites share
and any products or categories specific to that site.

This catalog administrator can both view and modify product information specific to that
site. However, the scope of authority of this catalog administrator extends only to his site, which
means that he does not have the right to alter the shared catalog information. Instead, he can only
view the shared catalog information, but not modify it. The administrator should be able to spec-
ify exclusions or inclusions of products or categories within his site.

We thus see a complex arrangement in which an administrator has different access rights to
different catalog data, depending on whether the data is owned by the administrator’s site.

However, if the catalog administrator also has the appropriate role assignment to adminis-
ter the global catalog, it might be reasonable to give him the ability to modify both site-specific
and globally shared data.

There can be other examples of differences of access to data in different sites. For example,
a single administrator’s role might be to manage orders on one site but also to provide customer
service on another site. In this case, we see that an administrator’s role is not absolute but must be
qualified by the sites where this role applies.

In the most complex scenario, it is possible that different sites do not even have the same set
of roles. For example, the B2B sites can have such roles as customer account manager and con-
tract administrator, which do not exist in consumer sites. There is a requirement, therefore, for
each site or group of sites to manage the set of roles that they have and to assign these roles to
administrators.

Summary of administrative security requirements:

• Administrators cannot see data created for a site to which they have no access.

• Each administrator can be assigned multiple roles, with different roles applying to dif-
ferent sites or groups of sites.

• Each site or group of sites can decide which roles are applicable to them, and only
administrators with these roles would have access to the relevant information in the
sites.

• If an administrator is working in the context of a site, he should be unable to modify
shared information used by that site, unless he has the appropriate role with regard to
shared data and has the authorization to modify such data.
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System Security
Both customers and administrators have the ability to read information on the commerce site and
to either modify that information or create new information. As we described, security is neces-
sary to protect both customers and administrators from possible misuse or malicious use of the
commerce site. In addition, there are aspects of security that are difficult to describe as being
unique to either customers or administrators but are more related to the system as a whole.

One such aspect of security is the use of secure connections (for technologically minded
readers, this is a type of connection that uses the HTTPS protocol). With normal HTTP Web con-
nections, information that the customer or administrator is submitting to the site and that the site
is sending back is clear-text; that is, anybody monitoring the communication can easily read the
content. Using clear-text is typically acceptable if customers are simply looking at publicly avail-
able information, such as a consumer catalog. However, the sensitive portions of the site that con-
tain personal information such as address books, order history, or payment information must be
protected by encrypting the data transmitted through the network between the customer and com-
merce server. Encryption is normally accomplished by requiring the secure portions of the site to
use HTTPS connections.

The complexity comes when the multiple sites that share the same platform have different
requirements for which portions of those sites require an extra level of security. For example, typ-
ically for consumer sites, secure connections are used only when personal or order information is
shown, whereas catalog browsing is done with clear-text. However, for B2B sites in which even
product information and pricing might be unique to a customer, the company might need to use
HTTPS for all access to the site.

We therefore see that for a multisite platform there can be a requirement to define the por-
tions of each site that are secure and the portions that are not secure. Usually, it is not necessary to
change this specification every day, so often this specification of levels of security for each por-
tion of the site can be incorporated in the presentation template that the site makes use of.

One final requirement we classify as security has to do with auditing of site activity. All
commerce sites require some level of reliable and provable audit so that in case of dispute it is
possible to clearly ascertain whether a transaction took place and what the details were. Say a
sales representative gives a business customer a discount based on a previous relationship with
that customer. When the order is fulfilled, however, the customer expresses dissatisfaction, claim-
ing that the price quoted on the phone when placing the order was lower than the price actually
charged. In this case, an audit trail would greatly simplify the resolution of the dispute by show-
ing proof of the price quoted and evidence of the customer’s acceptance of it.

Such audit requirements are not specific to the shared platform for multiple sites; however,
with a shared platform there can be additional audit requirements. One requirement is that each
site must specify the level of auditing necessary. Typically, for example, consumer sites use much
less auditing than B2B sites because auditing slows down the site, can consume large volumes of
storage, and is unnecessary for most simple purchases. On B2B sites, however, purchases can be
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of high value and are governed by complex business rules. Therefore, on such sites, it is impor-
tant to preserve auditable records about all commerce transactions that take place.

Summary of system security requirements:

• Ability to designate the portions of the site that require encryption to access by either
customers or administrators.

• Ability to determine which transactions require an audit trail for each site or group of
sites.

Summary
In this chapter we described some typical requirements that must be satisfied so that a multisite
commerce platform can serve the needs of a large company. Each area of requirements is impor-
tant, and a company must consider all the requirements to determine the suitability of a proposed
platform.

The requirements we discussed came from the following areas:

• Site Planning

• Site Presentation

• Catalog Management

• Marketing Campaigns Administration

• Order Management

• Customer Management

• Quality Assurance

• Performance and Scalability

• Resilience

• Security and Privacy

We must again emphasize that this is not intended to be a complete list of requirements applicable
to all companies, and indeed it would be futile to attempt to create such a list. Instead, we focused
only on those aspects of requirements that are usually necessary to enable a company to use a
single commerce platform for its multiple commerce sites.
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PART II

Implementer’s 
Considerations for
Efficient Multisite
Commerce

Objective
Part II looks at managing the creation of a shared commerce platform. It examines how this
project should be organized and structured. It also looks at the skills necessary for this effort and
strategies for dealing with changing requirements and unexpected obstacles.

Audience
Most of the material is nontechnical. Some familiarity with project management and life in large
corporations would be helpful.

Chapters of This Part

Chapter What the Chapter Covers

Chapter 9: Organizational Resistance How to gain support for the shared commerce platform
within a company.

Chapter 10: Managing Requirements How to deal with a multitude of requirements coming
from different lines of business. How to manage 
requirement changes.

Chapter 11: The Project Team What skills are necessary to successfully lead a project 
to create a shared commerce platform. How to structure
the decision making process to ensure consistency and
continuity within the project.

continues
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continued

Chapter What the Chapter Covers

Chapter 12: Planning for Success What major components of the project plan are 
necessary to implement a shared commerce platform.
What major checkpoints need to be anticipated. 
How to ensure resilience in the project plan.

Chapter 13: Dealing with the Unexpected How to anticipate and prepare for typical unexpected 
situations that arise and obstruct the company’s shared
multisite platform.
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C H A P T E R 9

Organizational 
Resistance

Key Concepts:

Understand the reasons for organizational resistance to a shared platform for commerce sites

Make the benefits of the new infrastructure clear to the business and IT managers.

Establish a central organization to drive the creation of the shared platform

Support the project through financial incentives and educational programs

Imagine a situation where a company undertakes to create a common platform for commerce
sites in the company. You might expect this project to proceed along a path from an initial pro-
posal until the deployment and measurement of success. Figure 9.1 shows an example of typical
events in the lifetime of a commerce platform development project.

Initial Proposal

Decision to Proceed

Plan

Development and Test

Deployment of the New
Platform  and First Sites

Measurement of
Success

Deployment of
Additional Sites

Figure 9.1 Differences in order processing flow among sites
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Initially the project is proposed as a concept to the company executives. The executives make a
decision to proceed with the project, and form a funded project team that is responsible to imple-
ment the proposed vision. The project team creates a plan and proceeds with the development
effort. When the new platform is ready, the first sites are deployed and the company evaluates the
success of the new platform. Following the long term plan, additional sites are then developed
and deployed.

However, in the world of corporate politics, nothing is so simple, and it would actually be
highly unusual for such a large project to be carried out in a nicely organized step-by-step way.
We therefore need to examine the possible snags and resistance that are likely to be encountered
in the saga of such a large project and suggest a few approaches: the Do and Do Not List for
project managers who need to work within the structure of corporate politics to maximize their
chances of success.

To illustrate the complexity of a project’s lifetime, here is an example of an actual timeline
for a common platform project at a large international seller, headquartered in the United States.

Example of Successful Project to Create a Multisite Platform
Year 1: After much soul searching, a U.S.-based consumer goods seller decides to expand
into Europe and Asia and to create commerce sites for other countries.

Year 2: The IT division proposes the technical architecture and approach for how to create
the sites on a single platform. Before the proposal is finally accepted, it is reviewed with a
software vendor. The software vendor proposes an alternative approach that requires the
company to pay hundreds of thousands of dollars to purchase additional software. The ven-
dor claims that this expensive software has an advantage over the IT proposal because it
allows the lines of business administrators to easily create and maintain additional sites
with a minimal amount of IT involvement. Such capability can potentially save the com-
pany millions of dollars as it creates many sites for different countries.

Year 3: The company accepts the proposal of the software vendor and starts developing the
new platform and a plan to transition the existing U.S. site onto the new platform. During
this year, several unexpected challenges are encountered—for example, how to ensure that
existing customers can retain their passwords in the new environment. With the help of con-
sultants and additional services contracted from the software vendor, the problems are even-
tually resolved.

Year 4: The new platform is successfully deployed.

Years 5 and 6: The company creates dozens of new country sites, and by all measurements
the project is a success.

This company’s development of a multisite platform was relatively smooth, even though it
took several years. Here is the project timeline for another company, this time an Asia-based
international seller.
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Example of Limited Success in Creating a Multisite Platform
Year 1: The B2B line of business in the United States realizes that it can be much more
effective if it creates specialized sites for different industry segments. 

Year 2: The IT department of the B2B line of business selects the software vendor and the
implementation consultants. Some preliminary conversations are held with other lines of
business to adopt the same platform, but the attention mostly focuses on the B2B sales in
United States.

Year 3: Development of the platform runs into numerous technical challenges.

Year 4: The project is seriously behind plan. The company fires the service firm that was
hired to do the implementation and selects a new implementer. The relationship with the
software vendor is maintained after the vendor agrees to provide key missing features in the
software at no extra charge. 

At the same time, a different division in the United States examines the approach and the
software of the B2B line of business and rejects it in favor of a different vendor that has
more features unique to the business of the other division.

Year 5: The company encounters more technical challenges that it eventually resolves. The
site is successfully deployed.

At the same time, the consumer division decides to redesign its existing sites using the new
platform developed by the B2B division.

Year 6: The consumer sites are under development.

Year 7: The consumer sites in the United States and Canada are successfully deployed using
much of the same platform developed for the B2B sites.

In this scenario, the company achieved some success implementing a single platform for
both B2B and consumer sites in the United States and Canada. However, the success is limited
because other countries and other business units are not participating in the new platform. They
prefer to retain complete control over their sites rather than make use of the new platform pro-
posed by their American counterparts. Because each division in the company has its own IT
department, the divisions were able to make the decision for themselves. The head office stayed
out of the discussion and let the U.S. divisions try their own approach, thereby ensuring that the
common platform is unlikely to be adopted worldwide. After many years of development, aside
from the North American consumer and B2B commerce parts of the business, the larger company
is not much closer than before to the goal of a single platform.

We will now examine the key forces that drive the dynamics of the corporate politics
behind the decision on the selection of a commerce platform.
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The Powers That Be
Perhaps this is an excessive simplification, but at a high level two major streams of forces within
a company are involved with the decision. The first force is the group of people who push for the
change; the other force is the rest of the company that must either accept the change or resist it.

Who is likely to be proposing the change? Several possibilities exist depending on the com-
pany structure and the company’s financial situation. If the company has a central IT department
that serves all lines of business, you might expect the IT executives, led by the CIO, to lead the
effort to consolidate the operations on a single platform. And sometimes, this is what happens
when the IT department operates a single site and is asked to create additional sites: IT executives
and technical leaders do their best to ensure that additional sites are not created on new platforms,
but try to reuse existing assets.

However, left to their own devices, the IT architects might also try to reduce the require-
ments so that the additional sites do not have the flexibility for lines of business to easily adminis-
ter them and make them look unique. The reason is that the original site might not have been
created with a plan to expand into a larger multisite platform, and IT technical leaders find cre-
ative ways to somehow fit the new requirements into the existing platform.

For example, if the business asks for a new site, IT architects might propose to simply add a
few pages to the existing site and to reuse the existing catalog and order pages. Alternatively they
might propose to create the new site by copying the existing data to a new database and run it
independently of the original site. After all, as previously described, creating a truly flexible plat-
form that permits each site to be unique with its own business requirements, and yet reuse the
same data, requires a huge amount of time and effort to develop. The effort is also challenging
and involves significant technical risk to which IT managers are averse. It therefore seems logical
from the point of view of the IT organization to try to avoid this effort and the risk. 

On the other hand, if the IT department already operates multiple sites for the company and
has encountered the complexity and costs of operating all the sites independently of each other, it
might be willing to contemplate the possibility of transitioning the sites onto a single platform.
After all, this would reduce the costs and would potentially make IT job easier. However, again,
the transition involves great risk and effort, which the IT department might not want to undertake
if it were to make the decision on its own.

Another possible scenario is where the different divisions already have their own sites run
by their own IT departments; in this case, the situation is much worse. There is absolutely no
incentive for each division’s IT department to put key dependency for their site on a central plat-
form developed elsewhere. Unless forced by the business to reorganize, these independent IT
departments are unlikely to recognize the need to merge to a single platform. In this situation,
convincing the different IT departments to adopt a single platform is virtually impossible and
should not even be attempted without company reorganization.

On the other hand, lines of business of different divisions might be interested in a single
platform for all the sites. First, they might want to reduce the cost of the online business, which is
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the most obvious benefit of a shared platform. In addition, a well-designed common platform can
easily create and operate multiple sites, while retaining the necessary individuality of each site. If
the creation of multiple sites is important to the company’s business strategy, the lines of business
would be interested to develop this platform. In this situation, the lines of business would be
excited to both transition their sites to the new platform and to create new sites that the business
demands.

What we see is that surprisingly the IT department
might not be the key power in the company pushing for the
change to a single platform. Instead, the business is the
power within the company that decides the shared plat-
form is necessary, and therefore it is the business that
should push for the change.

The Push for Change 
Realistically, the only reason that a company should undertake a project to create a shared plat-
form for its commerce sites is that this can result in measurable benefits to the business. Someone
in the company must realize this benefit and make the significant effort to explain it to the various
executives and managers throughout the company. 

To have a realistic chance to succeed, who in the business would you expect to push for this
platform? Experience has shown that there are two possible answers to this question: Change can
be pushed from the top down, or it can happen through an initiative originating from a small num-
ber of the company’s divisions.

Change Pushed from the Top
The first possibility is that this initiative is driven from the top—that is, from the key company
executives, frequently starting with the company’s president. The project would then be under-
taken by a business transformation organization that is responsible directly to the company’s
chief executive officer and that is given the funding and the executive authority to work with all
the company’s divisions to create the organizational and technical changes necessary to make this
shared platform possible.

This centrally driven process is inherently adversarial in nature because company divisions
are generally unwilling to change their business rules or their business processes to make use of
the new commerce platform developed by the business transformation organization. Rather, the
divisions would insist that the platform enable them to have their sites without having to change
at all. For example, they would demand that the processes to accept, verify, and process orders
remain exactly the same, that the product catalog looks exactly the same, and that the processes
for the preparation and execution of marketing campaigns do not change when their site transi-
tions to the new platform.
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pushing for the change to a
single platform; rather, it is the
requirements of the business that
make the shared platform
necessary. 
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Such demands, however, are impossible to be satis-
fied. After all, the entire point of a shared platform is to
eliminate duplication of effort between divisions, and
business processes must change to make this possible. For
this project to have any hope of success, the business
transformation division would need to argue with every
line of business about what changes are acceptable to their
business. 

Thus, the project would end up dragged into lengthy
disputes and eventually run a high chance of being bogged
down in endless conflicts.

Change Pushed by a Few Divisions
The second possibility is that a new platform is actually the initiative of one or two of the com-
pany’s divisions. This can happen if the division needs to create many sites of its own and realizes
the need for a single shared platform for all its sites. Realizing that developing such a platform
carries both high cost and risk, the division executives would like to involve other divisions in the
project that might also need to create multiple sites. Therefore, to reduce the risk and receive
additional funding, the division might then try to negotiate with other divisions to jointly develop
a shared platform from which all of them can benefit.

In this scenario, there is much less adversity because
only the divisions that agree with the vision would partici-
pate, and inherently they would want to cooperate and
even to change some of their business processes to make
this shared platform a reality. However, if the company is
large with many divisions, it is unlikely that the new plat-
form would be adopted by more than a few divisions, and
in the end the larger company will still end up with many
sites administered independently of the new platform. In

other words, this scenario can only hope for a limited success.

The Hybrid Approach
Based on the preceding experiences, we would propose that the approach that is most likely to
succeed is actually a combination of the top-down and bottom-up scenarios. That is, the effort to
create a new shared platform can best succeed when the need for it is driven from the top and at
the same time when the development is focused on a limited set of requirements for each release.

The only way to create a shared platform that the commerce sites throughout the company
will use is for this platform to be sponsored by a high-level executive and for the development
effort to be overseen by an executive steering committee. These executives have the power to set
the company’s priorities to align with the vision of a shared platform.
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If the new commerce platform is
a project imposed from the com-
pany’s leadership, there is a high
chance that the individual divi-
sions would be unwilling to adapt
their business processes to the
new platform. This resistance to
change will make the project diffi-
cult due to endless discussions
and conflicts.

If the new commerce platform is
a project initiated by a few divi-
sions, the sites of these divisions
will be the main users of the plat-
form. It is unlikely that the new
platform would be adopted by the
rest of the company. 
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To succeed in this effort, the company also needs to create an independent organization,
which is responsible for transforming the business to make use of the shared platform. This orga-
nization should have the responsibility to negotiate with and to push for changes from the top of
the management chain. For example, it might require changes in business processes used by
some divisions in the company, or it could set standards for collecting metrics necessary to mea-
sure the success of the platform.

The responsibilities of this business transformation organization do not end with the devel-
opment of the platform. After the platform has been deployed, the business transformation orga-
nization would also be responsible for the maintenance of the platform. It would most likely be
responsible for such tasks as site planning—that is, the creation of new sites and the introduction
of new presentation templates, new capabilities, or other improvements to the platform.

The business transformation group is thus the instrument that the company uses to push the
changes that are necessary to introduce a shared commerce platform into the company’s infra-
structure. However, it would be unwise for this organization to immediately proceed with collect-
ing requirements from all divisions and negotiating with all the divisions to create an adoption
plan throughout the company. As we described, this process would be futile and can only waste
many years of everybody’s time. 

Instead, the more prudent approach would be to find
a small number of divisions, ideally two or three, that are
enthusiastic about the idea of a shared platform. If there
are other divisions who want to participate, a prioritization
must be established so that it is clear which divisions will
adopt the platform first. 

The reason that we do not recommend less than two
divisions is for the benefit of the technical architects and
designers who need access to a larger range of business
requirements. Technical design of a shared platform must
be careful to distinguish between generic requirements that are needed by everyone and require-
ments unique to a single division. The capability to view the requirements from multiple divi-
sions makes it possible to find common characteristics in what initially might seem to be different
concepts; this maximizes the chances that the platform can be easily extended to other divisions
later. If only one division were to participate, it would be difficult for the technical people to find
the distinction between generic and unique requirements. On the other hand, having too many
divisions initially can create too many requirements and create excessive risks to the entire
project.

Say that one division has a requirement that buyers need to specify shipping instructions
for the items that they buy. Perhaps, a condominium resident may request to leave the item with
the security guard in the gatehouse. On the other hand, another division has the requirement that
buyers can specify installation instructions. If only the first division’s requirements are used, then
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The shared commerce platform
should be an initiative supported
and driven by the top manage-
ment of the company. The initial
sites on the shared commerce
platform should be created for
only two or three divisions. When
these sites are successful, other
divisions can join.
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later when the second division is adopted, significant
changes will be required to enable installation instruc-
tions. If the designers see both requirements initially, they
can recognize the similarities between them. They could
design the concept of arbitrary attributes for order items
and provide tools for administrators to manage these
attributes. This way, the line of business administrators for
each division can choose what kind of attributes they want
their customers to specify, such as shipping instructions or
installation instructions. With this approach, the same IT
infrastructure can satisfy these two seemingly distinct
requirements.

Using Third-Party Consultants to Push for a
Shared Platform
In a large company, if the business and IT organizations
have no experience in building a multisite platform, it is a
good idea to seek help from experienced third-party
consultants.

For example, before undertaking the project to cre-
ate a shared commerce platform, businesses often engage
third-party consultants to do a study on the cost and capa-
bility of a new platform. A good consultant is familiar with
a broad range of multisite scenarios that have been
encountered in the industry. Based on this experience, the
consultant can recommend the best approach to the
project, such as which divisions would be the most appro-
priate to be the initial participants in the project, or which

requirements are the most critical to the company’s success.
The consultant can often suggest changes to the existing business processes that the com-

pany follows. Working with many divisions within the company, the consultant can find differ-
ences and similarities in the processes and inconsistencies that make the shared platform difficult.
The following example illustrates this.

Example of Differences in Business Processes
Let’s say a company has two divisions that sell to business customers. One division allows its
sales representatives to negotiate discounts with customers for some products, and these dis-
counts can last for the next month; in other words, when the discount for a product is
granted, the customer enjoys the discounted price for the following thirty days. 
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Ideally, the cooperation of two or
three divisions is enough for the
IT department to start developing
the requirements for the multiple
sites. This way, they have an
understanding of the similarities
of the requirements among the
divisions.

If only one division participates, it
is difficult for technical designers
to find the distinction between
generic and unique require-
ments. On the other hand, having
too many divisions initially can
create too many requirements
and can create excessive risks to
the entire project. 

This is a delicate balance
between exploring the com-
pany’s requirements deeper ini-
tially and preventing such
exploration from delaying the
project. Usually, you need to
implement only the requirements
of the first few divisions to join
the new commerce platform and
expect that you need to expand
the design and do additional
work later when sites for other
divisions are added.
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The other division also allows customers to ask for discounts on orders, but for this division
the discount is treated as a one-time event; the next time this customer orders the same
product, it would not qualify for an automatic discount.

Obviously, the divisions in the preceding example have different processes on how they
treat customer discounts. If each division were to retain its exact processes in the new platform,
each division’s site would need to accommodate the division-specific process and the correspon-
ding business logic. To reduce the complexity of the system and to reduce the cost of administra-
tion, it would be much better if both divisions were to settle on a common discounting process.

An independent consultant would be well positioned to discover and to document these dif-
ferences in processes within the company. The consultant could also suggest that the company
adopt a common process, such as allowing the sales representative to set the duration of a dis-
count when negotiating with the customer.

Critically, company executives often use the consultants to help push for the shared plat-
form. A consultant who works to collect requirements from the various company divisions would
host many discussions about the capability of the platform to meet each division’s needs. Such a
consultant can be effective to help convince the divisions to participate in the project. The com-
pany executives, working with the consultant, can push the divisions very hard to adopt a com-
mon set of business processes that are most effective for multisite commerce.

Collecting requirements is always difficult because often business specialists omit impor-
tant requirements, thinking them to be obvious. For example, one company was testing its new
system for customer service representatives and was surprised to find out that when viewing
orders they could not see the associated returns. To them it was completely obvious that when
viewing order history, a customer service representative must see the returns. However, this was
never mentioned as a requirement, so the implementers did not build the order history display this
way. A good consultant, with lots of practical industry experience, can help materialize such
“obvious” requirements to make sure that the implementers know what is important to the
business.

The consultant’s experience can also be invaluable
in the selection of the most appropriate vendors of the
software to provide the basis of the new platform. Choos-
ing the wrong software or an unreliable vendor can prove
costly to the company and can cause great delays to the
entire project. The consultant can help drive the selection
process based on her familiarity with the various products,
of other companies’ experiences, and based on the specific
requirements of the project.
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A third-party consultant can help
the company executives push for
a shared commerce platform.
The consultant can also help to
collect and articulate require-
ments and help with vendor
selection.
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Selling the Shared Platform
To make company division executives and site administrators enthusiastic about the proposed
shared platform, the project team must explain and demonstrate the benefits of the platform to the
business.

The benefits fundamentally fall into two categories. The first category is described in Part I,
“Business Perspective—Opportunities and Challenges of Multisite Commerce.” Most notably,
the benefits are the reduced cost of the sites, improved ability to administer each site, and new
business opportunities that come from having more sites. Some of those benefits, such as overall
cost savings in IT, are of interest to the company as a whole but might not be as much of a selling
point to individual lines of business. In particular, if the division does not directly bear those
costs, or if it considers the cost of the site to be already low, this argument for a shared platform
would not resonate well with division executives.

However, having a single platform capable of creating and managing multiple sites also
carries significant benefit to each line of business. For example, if a company division needs to
create multiple sites of its own, it would consider this platform to be important. Another benefit
can be the reduction in administrative cost for the sites that the line of business manages, such as
the cost of maintaining a catalog for each country site.

When looking for the division or line of business that would be the first to use the site, you
need to articulate these selling features so that it becomes obvious why a shared platform is
important.

There is a second category of benefits that you can obtain from creating a new platform for
commerce sites. These are various improvements in quality or capability of sites, or improved
administration or business processes for the sites, which the business has asked for in the past but
which have not been implemented. An example might be that the business wants the capability to
create new kinds of promotions, or the capability to create sophisticated scenario-oriented mar-
keting campaigns, which it cannot do with the current site.

When a company develops a new commerce plat-
form, there is no guarantee that these additional business
requirements will be satisfied. After all, the primary intent
is to create a shared platform for use by the company’s
sites, not necessarily to improve the sites. However, cre-
ation of a new commerce platform is certainly an opportu-
nity to review these general requirements and to implement
some of the improvements needed by the business. 

From the point of view of each line of business within the company that examines whether
to adopt the new platform, it does not matter which type of benefits they are getting. Rather, their
interest is only to improve revenue and reduce the cost of their business. Hence, when preparing
the plan for the new platform, the project team must carefully select the features and require-
ments to implement to maximize both types of benefits to the adopters of the platform. It might
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The creation of a new commerce
platform is an opportunity to
implement some necessary
improvements to the company’s
sites, even if they have nothing to
do with multisite capabilities.
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be that the central management of the company considers
it important that the multisite platform needs to reduce
overall cost, whereas some of the divisions might be inter-
ested in only in a few functional improvements to com-
merce capabilities. 

Looking at it another way, if simply having a plat-
form for easy creation and management of multiple sites is
important to a company division, it is even better if this
platform also provides key new features that the business
has been looking for. Therefore, whenever possible, it
makes sense to adopt these site improvement requirements
so that the benefits of the new platform are clear to all
divisions.

Allaying the Fears
One important obstacle to the adoption of a shared platform is fear, whether or not it is justified.
Lines of business or company divisions might have good reasons to fear a single platform serving
the needs of the entire company. The project team must therefore understand those fears and
either explain why the fear is unfounded or propose mitigating tactics that can reduce or elimi-
nate the concern.

Fear of Unsuitability of the Platform 
Experience shows that the most justified fear of a single platform for the entire company is the
difficulty for the platform to implement the requirements unique to a division. This is a concern
that must be looked at carefully, both by the project team and by each site that uses the platform.
Given a large set of requirements coming from many parts of the company it might take a long
time before all the requirements of a particular site are implemented. The following example
illustrates this concern.

Example of Difficulty in Implementing Critical Requirement
In one large company, there was a division that needed to track not only who purchased the
item, but also where its products were installed. No other divisions had this requirement,
only needing to take the billing and shipping addresses for an order. Because this complex
requirement was unique to only one division, the implementers of the new platform were
reluctant to accept it. However, while tracking the product installation was unnecessary for
most divisions, the one division that needed it felt that it could not survive without this
requirement. As a result, this division resisted adopting the new platform for a long time.
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The various divisions must see
the advantages of a multisite
platform for them to agree to its
adoption. These advantages can
include the following:

• Cost savings

• Capability to create additional
sites

• Improvements in the quality of
the sites

• Improvements in the capabili-
ties of the sites leading to an
increase in revenue
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The way to address this concern is to come to an
agreement as to the set of requirements that absolutely
must be satisfied initially for the site to be transferred to
the shared platform. Before a plan is made for a site to
move to the new platform, this list of requirements must
be approved both by the project team and the division’s
business and IT managers.

In addition, the project team must prepare a well-
articulated and easy-to-understand process on how new
requirements need to be brought forward and evaluated in
the future. This process must use objective criteria to
determine which requirements to prioritize and must pro-
vide a time frame in which requirements are typically
implemented.

In the end, the concern that important requirements
will be missed by a shared commerce platform can never be completely resolved because a single
IT team serves the needs of a large company. However, with a clear process for handling require-
ments, at least the concern can be quantified, and the project team can understand what needs to
be done to alleviate this fear.

Fear of Inflexibility of a Shared Platform
One of the most common concerns that arises when a shared platform is proposed is that all the
company divisions and their sites will lose their individuality. In other words, the division man-
agers worry that they will no longer be able to determine their own business processes and to set
policies and will need to conform to the standard company procedures, determined by people
who are not familiar with their business.

For example, the managers of the site might be afraid that they will not be able to create a
site-specific look and feel, or to use their own marketing material for advertisements. This can be
a problem if the platform is not well designed and the ability to customize each site is not prop-
erly implemented. 

This concern applies both to the internal administration procedures and to the interactions
with customers. A typical example of both internal and customer-centric processes is with order
approvals.

Often sites designed for business customers require orders to be approved by the customer
managers. For example, if a customer’s employee places an order for certain products, the cus-
tomer company requires a manager to approve such an order. Another example is where
approvals are required for all orders placed by junior employees, whereas the company’s senior
buyers do not need approvals.

Order approval might also be required internally by the selling company’s administrators.
This internal order approval might be necessary if the order is worth more than a certain amount,
or perhaps for all orders involving restricted goods.
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A company division or line of
business might be concerned
that unique requirements impor-
tant to them might be overlooked
within the larger commerce plat-
form. The ways to address this
fear follow:

• Develop an understanding with
each participating company
organization as to which
requirements must be satisfied

• Establish a clear and transpar-
ent process for proposing and
accepting new requirements
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The approval policies can vary among divisions. One division might want to manually
approve all orders that it processes, whereas another division might want to approve only the
largest orders. One division might allow customers the option to approve their orders, whereas
another division does not give such an option.

In most cases it would be impossible to ask all divisions to follow the same business
processes throughout the company. Therefore, you need to demonstrate to the managers of the
participating divisions that the platform is flexible enough to accommodate their individuality.

One way to deal with this concern is to create a prototype that clearly demonstrates the key
capabilities of a site, and the capability to customize each site. This prototype is able to clarify the
characteristics that make each site unique. With such a prototype, the fear of having to fit into a
one-size-fits-all new platform can turn into a rational discussion over the requirements of each
site and the technical capabilities necessary to enable them. 

In many cases, a product demonstration, or a mock-up, is sufficient to serve as the proto-
type to demonstrate the ability to customize the sites. However, sometimes, a project must be
undertaken to create a working prototype for the company; in this case, the work must be man-
aged carefully to make sure the prototype’s scope is well defined and the cost does not become
excessive.

Another way to give such assurance as to the platform’s flexibility is to develop a set of sce-
narios, or sample procedures, that the platform must support. Such scenarios need to be realistic
and describe the specific flexibility in accommodating differences between individual sites. An
example of such a scenario follows.

Example of a Site Customization Scenario
Customization scenario: Select buyer approval. 

Description: Depending on the selection, customer orders might require approval by cus-
tomer managers. A customer manager specifies the approval policy in their profile. The
platform supports a choice of several policies, and each site might select any number of
them. Possible choices are

• All orders of this customer require approval.

• No orders of this customer require approval.

• The customer manager specifies products that require approval.

• Only orders by purchasers with the role of junior buyer require approval.

Implementation mechanism: The site administrator selects the set of approval mecha-
nisms that are available on the site. Customer managers within each site can use only the
selected approval mechanisms on that site.

Impact on site look and feel: None.
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continues
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Impact on site flow: If a customer order requires approval, the order will not be processed
until the customer’s approver has indicated the approval. Customer approvers can elect to
be notified of orders pending their approval.

Impact on internal business process: None.

The customization scenarios should show such
points of variability. The idea is that after business man-
agers of each division study these scenarios, they can
become much more familiar with the degree of flexibility
of the shared commerce platform. Rather than simply
fearing the inability to customize their sites, they can
clearly articulate whether their customization require-
ments are met by the proposed platform.

Fear of Dependencies
Another common fear is over the dependency for the site’s availability and performance on a
single platform that carries the load of the entire company’s business. A division might worry, for
example, that its site will be too slow during peak holiday seasons because the entire platform
might not meet the demand of all the company’s sites. Another worry can be that if this unified
platform goes down for whatever reason, the division’s site goes down with it.

These are reasonable concerns, and the only way to address them is to include the nonfunc-
tional characteristics into the project plan, such as resilience, expected load, security require-
ments, and allowed maintenance windows with down time. Generally, these are technological
requirements that can be satisfied by preparing a well-thought-out architecture and conducting a
comprehensive system test. If the requirements are clear, it is possible to determine the necessary

investment of resources for hardware, software, and ser-
vices to satisfy the nonfunctional requirements. 

The best argument to make here is that the reliability
of a shared platform is likely to be better than that of each
division’s independent site. It would seem logical that if
the entire company pools resources to invest in building
the most robust commerce platform possible, the result
would certainly be no worse than the robustness of a com-
merce site created and managed by a single division.

The Carrot and the Stick
In the end, only two techniques exist to convince someone to agree to a plan. One technique is
known as a carrot, namely the promise of benefits from adopting the new platform. The second
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A list of site customization sce-
narios can help site managers
determine whether the platform
is flexible enough for their needs.

A prototype can also help the
participating managers to see
whether their site can be cus-
tomized to the degree necessary
for their business. 

You need to ensure that each
participating site’s nonfunctional
requirements are understood and
agreed upon. The argument to
make is that the combined
resources of the entire company
can help the platform satisfy
these requirements.
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technique is the stick, which in a large company is the executive influence to convince recalcitrant
business units to fall in line with the company’s strategy.

With a shared commerce platform, the carrot is the list of benefits that the platform offers to
each line of business, as articulated by the project team. The stick can be carried only by the exec-
utive sponsor, with the help of other senior executives of the company. 

As usual in corporate politics, it is better to avoid using too much pressure from the execu-
tives because it creates resentment and increases resistance to change among the employees. 
A classic joke summarizes this as an office sign: “The beatings will continue until morale
improves!”

Rather, the most effective way to apply executive influence is to assert the company goals
that lead to the strategy, throughout the company’s lines of business. Company executives have a
number of tools at their disposal to encourage the adoption of a central strategy. For example,
they can establish the organizational structure, and the funding, in line with the strategy. The most
obvious example of this is to ensure that a central IT division is responsible for the commerce
needs of the company, rather than each division running its own independent IT organization that
maintains commerce sites. 

Another technique that company executives can use is to set compensation that supports
the company’s strategy. For example, they can create awards based on delivery of sites on the
common platform, or tie the employees’ performance evaluation to the success of the new plat-
form. Finally, the company can create programs that
explain and promote the strategy to the division managers
and other employees to make sure that everyone under-
stands its benefits and buys into the overall vision. 

The key point here is that the only way that a com-
mon commerce platform can be successfully adopted
throughout the company is if this platform is enthusiasti-
cally supported by the company’s lines of business. This
support can materialize only with the help of the executive
sponsor, and only after it is clear that the platform pro-
vides tangible short-term and-long term benefits to the
company’s lines of business that use the platform. 

Summary
Understandably, people do not like change unless they see how the change can benefit them
directly. For a shared commerce platform to be adopted by a large company, the benefits of this
platform must be clear.

Ideally, the benefits are understood both by the company’s senior executives and by the
managers of each division that transfers its sites to the new platform. The project team created by
the executives must work to ensure that the requirements placed on the new platform result in
such benefits. 
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The company executives should
strive to ensure that the vision of
a common commerce platform is
enthusiastically adopted by the
employees. This can be done by
ensuring the organizational struc-
ture is conducive to the develop-
ment of the platform, with
compensation that encourages
the development of the platform
and with education programs.
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It is best for the project team to initially focus on a small number of sites so that the initial
set of requirements is not too large. At the same time, it is important to look at requirements of
several divisions from the beginning of the project’s development to ensure that the platform is
flexible enough to satisfy the requirements of the different businesses within the company’s port-
folio.

The project team must work to ensure that the participating divisions that will use the new
platform have no reason to fear this change. The divisions’ key requirements, both functional and
nonfunctional, must be agreed upon, and a process must be in place to negotiate additional
requirements. In addition, a prototype can demonstrate the ability to customize each site.

With the support of the executives, the company must strive to promote understanding of
the vision and enthusiasm among the employees. With the initial cooperation of at least some of
the company divisions, a multisite commerce platform can be achieved.
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C H A P T E R 1 0

Managing
Requirements

Key Concepts:

Gather requirements in two phases: initial requirements for the company and detailed 
requirements for the first sites

Prioritize requirements based on objective criteria

Establish a process to deal with requirement changes

Avoid excessive requirement changes in the middle of development

As every executive knows, when a company decides to engage in a new project, the first step must
be to establish the scope of the project and to develop a clear project plan, which must be fol-
lowed during the lifetime of the project. The project plan is typically designed with some flexibil-
ity so that any subsequent scope changes are reviewed and then accepted or rejected. 

Just like any traditional project, development of an e-commerce platform, and implementa-
tion of multiple sites on such a platform, must be closely controlled by project management. The
presence of multiple players from different parts of the company who compete for the same
development resources makes close control even more important.

The pressures can be enormous, with all participating players trying to sneak in as many of
their specific requirements as possible. 

The reality is that during the initial requirements gathering phase, when the shared com-
merce platform project is just beginning, the lines of business might not be interested in spending
any time to help the project team understand the requirements. From their point of view, their pri-
ority is to generate maximum revenue and profit, hopefully in the short term. When the com-
merce project is merely a concept and its anticipated implementation seems distant, the lines of
business have little interest in spending time and resources to educate the implementation team
about their requirements.
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However, later in the cycle, when development of the project is in the advanced stages, sud-
denly the various lines of business start to realize that this is their chance to ensure that the com-
merce platform suits their needs, and to improve upon the current commerce solution that they
use. At this point, the lines of business are likely to start coming up with all kinds of requirements
that had not been thought of before. If these requirements are not anticipated and not managed
well, potentially they can lead to the collapse of the entire effort.

One possibility is that as new requirements are accepted, the project scope will increase
way beyond what is achievable. Naturally this leads to the project running over time and over
budget. In the worst case, this can lead to the cancellation of the project.

On the other hand, if the new business requirements are always rejected, it can lead to the
lines of business stopping their support for the project. From their point of view, they have a per-
ception that the new platform does not answer their needs, and they cannot transfer their sites to
this shared infrastructure. 

Both of these possible situations are unacceptable and eliminate the entire benefit of having
a single platform for all sites operated by the business. Therefore, it is important for the project
team to be careful both about gathering requirements in the inception phase of the project and
about examining and accepting new requirements after the project development is under way.

Initial Requirements Gathering
Two phases of requirements gathering are necessary to establish the scope of the project. 

Initially, it is necessary to understand the business of the entire company at a high level.
That is, the project team must have an understanding of the major market needs in the area of
commerce of all lines of business that would potentially take advantage of the new commerce
platform. They must also understand the major difficulties and pain points that the lines of busi-
ness are experiencing and the key strategies that are in place for the future.

The second phase of requirements gathering must focus mostly on the initial sites that are
to be implemented. This phase is much more focused and restricted in scope, and its intent is not
just to get high level requirements, but also for the implementation team to collect and understand
as deeply as possible all requirements for the sites to be implemented.

Understanding the Overall Requirements of the Company
An important reason to study the company’s overall high level requirements at the outset of the
project is to determine the scope of the project and to select the lines of business and the sites that
would be the most appropriate to be the first users of the new shared commerce platform. Ideally,
these lines of business are the ones that have the most to gain from a single multisite platform. At
the same time, these sites should be the ones whose requirements are the least difficult to
implement.

A good example of difficulties involved in putting sites on a single platform is changes to
the company’s existing infrastructure. When the project team understands the requirements of the
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many different divisions and their sites, they can select those sites that require the least effort to
create the first version of the platform, as we describe in the next section.

Changes to the Company Infrastructure

One of the most difficult aspects of a project to create a new commerce platform is changing the
company’s infrastructure. Let’s say that there are two divisions, each one having its own site. One
division’s site captures the orders with bill-to and ship-to information and then transfers them to
the division’s order management system that is the basis for the processes involved in handling
payment and fulfilling the order.

The other division’s site captures the order, approves the payment, and only then transfers
the order to this division’s order management system.

You can see a comparison of the two processes in Figure 10.1.
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Figure 10.1 Differences in order processing flow among sites

When both sites use the same common commerce platform, it is theoretically possible to preserve
the unique order management processes of each division for each site. However, for consistency
and cost effectiveness, it would be much better to ensure that all divisions follow the same basic
order flow, even if they do continue employing their own order management systems. In our
example, perhaps they would agree on the standardized flow, as is shown in Figure 10.2.
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Figure 10.2 Common order processing flow among sites

With the standardized flow, all payment approval is handled by the commerce platform, rather
than by the order management systems. This way, the basic process to hand off the order to the
various back-end systems is consistent, and from the company’s point of view, the commerce
platform is responsible for all payment approvals.

Although this arrangement might be beneficial, it requires that changes be made to existing
infrastructure. Previously, the order management system of Division 1 implemented the integra-
tion with its payment provider. With the new approach, the order management system must be
modified so that it no longer requests payment authorization from this payment provider before
processing the order. Instead, it relies on the authorization already received when the order was
captured on the site. 

At the same time, with this new arrangement the shared commerce platform must provide
integration with all the payment providers of the sites that use the platform. This in itself is a non-

trivial effort that is likely to carry a significant cost.
We see that the introduction of a common com-

merce platform might imply changes to existing processes
and to the systems that implement them. Such changes can
be very expensive and time-consuming.

When the project team selects the first few sites to
use the new platform, it is better to select those sites that
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It is important to understand the
current infrastructure of the com-
pany to select the most appropri-
ate sites that are to be deployed
on the initial release of the
platform.
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have similar order flows and that do not require re-engineering the order processing systems. Per-
haps there is another division in the company that does payment approval by its order manage-
ment system, similar to Division 1, and therefore the order flow can remain unchanged. In this
case, we would have Division 1 and Division 3 as initial participants on the new platform. The
order flow in this case is illustrated in Figure 10.3.
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Figure 10.3 Minimizing change in order flow among sites

Determining Correct Architecture

Another reason to get an overall high level understanding of the needs of the entire company is to
determine the correct architecture of the new platform at the outset. Certainly, there is no need to
implement any requirement that is not necessary for the initial sites that will use the platform. At
the same time, however, the architecture of the platform must be flexible enough and forward-
looking enough that additional functionality can be added later.

To illustrate this, imagine a company that sells to consumers in many countries around the
world. Let’s say that the initial use of the new platform is planned for the site in the United States,
and the Canadian site is to be added in the next phase. One important requirement for the Cana-
dian site would be to allow customers to choose between the English and French languages,
whereas there is no need for any language other than English on the U.S. site. This means that ini-
tially multilanguage support is not needed for the new platform. 
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However, the design of the platform needs to allow for adding translations of all materials
at a later time. This way, when the Canadian site is added, there will be no need to redesign cata-
log presentation logic to enable it to show material in the customer’s preferred language. Instead,
at the time when the Canadian site is created, French language catalog data will be loaded into the
catalog, and customers will automatically be able to see the catalog in French. 

Similarly, there is no need initially to design the
home page of the site in such a way that customers can
select the language of preference. However, the platform
must fundamentally support the ability of the customer to
set the preferences, such as language preference.

We see the initial phase language support must be
designed into the commerce platform’s architecture, even
though at that point actual translations of data are not
necessary.

Understanding the Detailed Requirements of the First Sites
The second phase of the initial requirements gathering must focus mostly on the sites that are
implemented. This phase is much more focused and restricted in scope, and its intent is not just to
get high-level requirements, but also to collect and understand as deeply as possible all require-
ments for the sites to be implemented.

As mentioned before, it might be difficult to get the attention of the line of business man-
agers who are familiar with requirements at this early stage in the project. The core implementa-
tion team must therefore not only gather the requirements, but also understand the business. They
must learn the business deeply enough that they can get a feeling whether the requirements gath-
ered are sufficiently complete to justify proceeding, or whether the requirements are too unclear.

Knowing When Requirements Are Incomplete 

It is unavoidable that some new requirements will come up during the lifetime of the project, and
the project plan can be made with built-in contingency and flexibility to allow for limited changes
or additions. However, it is impossible to plan for a project when the requirements are not settled
at all but are constantly changing.

Therefore, part of the responsibility of the project team is to make an evaluation as to the
reliability and completeness of requirements. You might wonder about this: How can the imple-
mentation team realize that there are aspects of requirements that it doesn’t know enough about?
In other words: How is it possible to know that there are things that you do not know?

The answer to this is experience. Good project managers, business analysts, and technical
architects that have practiced their trades for many years, usually develop an intuitive sense of
completeness of requirements. Someone who has been through many project cycles, and has
experienced both successes and failures, knows when requirements are insufficient for the project
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Understanding the requirements
of the entire company will ensure
that the platform has the correct
architecture at the outset. Even if
many of these requirements are
not necessary initially, the plat-
form must be built to make
accommodation of these require-
ments easy in the future. 
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to proceed. Experienced project leaders can also know when enough of the requirements are
understood to the point that the unknown can be dealt with in the contingencies of the project
plan.

Even though the initial feel that the requirements are insufficient often depends on the
experience and intuition of the project leaders, these leaders can then quantify somewhat this
intuitive feel for lack of requirements. For example, they can do this by pointing out contradic-
tions between opinions of different subject matter experts, or by contradictory requirements from
different lines of business. They can also list major areas where requirements are unclear and give
examples of major unanswered questions. It is important for them to point out how, depending on
the answer to the big questions, implementation needs to take a different direction. In some cases,
requirements change even while they are being gathered—this is also a bad sign, and such
changes must be noted. 

With such quantification, you can build a reasonably objective case why the project is
bogged down in requirements gathering and request greater cooperation of the lines of business.
The project team can then approach the executive sponsor and present the case, asking for help to
get greater attention from the relevant lines of business to make greater effort in explaining the
requirements, or in resolving the contradictions. Ulti-
mately, the executive sponsor is appointed precisely for
this purpose—to bridge the gaps between different depart-
ments within the company and to ensure that necessary
cooperation takes place. 

We see that the success or failure of the project in
large measure depends on the intuitive feel of the project
team at the early stage in the project, as to whether
requirements are understood. It also depends on the ability
of the project team to clarify and quantify its perception,
and ultimately only the executive sponsor can cause dif-
ferent departments to cooperatively arrive at a reasonable
set of requirements. 

It might not be comforting that the life or death of a
large project depends on such subjective factors; however,
this is the reality of the life of all projects. Ultimately, the
most important thing is to avoid launching an expensive
development effort without clearly understanding the
requirements. There is an old joke about a programmer
who is relaxing by his computer. When asked why he’s not
busy, he answers: “I was told the project is urgent and
work must start before requirements are finished. There’s
no point working—the project will die anyway.” 

Initial Requirements Gathering 183

Time must be spent at the begin-
ning of the project to understand
the business of the entire com-
pany at a high level. This helps
determine the correct architec-
ture and to select which sites
should be the first to use the new
platform.

After the first sites are selected
for initial deployment, detailed
requirements for these sites must
be collected.

The project managers and archi-
tects must be careful to not begin
any major development effort
until they are convinced that they
understand both the company’s
overall requirements and the
detailed requirements of the first
sites. If they feel that require-
ments are not sufficiently settled,
they must quantify the concerns
with examples of areas where
requirements are unclear or are
contradictory.
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Prioritization of Requirements
One common scenario is that a business rule is truly specific to only one geography and is not
perceived to be important to the platform overall. For example, in South America it is common to
make credit card payment in installments. So a customer often requests to split the payment for a
purchase into several monthly installments. The payment providers operating in that geography
provide services to commerce sites that make such payments easy to configure.

However, in North America such installment plans are uncommon for the vast majority of
commerce sites. Although installment plans are widely used for big-ticket items such as cars or
furniture, they are generally not available for smaller online purchases.

Now imagine a company that operates both in North America and in South America. If
most of its business is in North America, the IT department might be unwilling to accept the
requirement of installment plans because they would consider it to be of marginal benefit to the
company, compared with other improvements that can be made for the North American sites.

As a result, the installment plan requirement might be rejected. However, without this sup-
port, the South American sites end up under-performing because many customers there will be
unwilling to place their orders.

The project team must therefore have a mechanism to weigh the different requirements and
to prioritize them. Most likely, there are a lot more requirements than the project schedule allows,
and those requirements that are most needed for the company’s sites need to be selected.

To make such a prioritization objective, it is a good idea to create a set of simple criteria.
Table 10.1 shows an example of a few characteristics that you can use for this assessment.

Table 10.1 Requirement Characteristics for Prioritization

Consequence of 
Costs Benefits Nonimplementation

•  Expense of implementation •  Estimated reductions in •  Site cannot be used.
•  Resources required to implement platform maintenance costs •  Loss of customer loyalty.
•  Time needed to implement •  Estimated improvements •  Loss of business to 
•  Technical risk in site quality competition.

•  Estimated increase in site 
revenue

Certainly, each company needs to decide on its own set of requirement evaluation criteria. The
overall idea though is that the project team must collect this input for all requirements so that it
has a clear picture of the consequences of accepting or rejecting each requirement. The team can
then make prioritization a reasonably objective process, which is inherently not subject to con-
stant challenges and disputes. 
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Requirement Changes
Although we have insisted up to now that requirements must be gathered before a major work
effort is launched, the reality of large projects is that it is impossible to know all the requirements
from the start. There are many scenarios that lead to changes in requirements even as the work
progresses.

One possibility is that due to market conditions, the business has somehow changed, and a
new capability is necessary to be competitive. For example, the competition might have started
offering their customers the ability to authorize returns online, rather than asking them to go
through a call center. This way, customers can be more comfortable buying products on the site
because they are assured of a quick-and-easy self-service returns process that requires no compli-
cated approvals. To compete, the business might request that the sites on the platform also have
this capability, even though it was not in the original requirements.

Another scenario can be that the business has taken the decision to offer a new product line,
and the new products require a new capability that was not originally requested. For example,
perhaps the new product line requires customers to enter additional specifications on the product,
such as engraved text or instructions to the installer. If the original requirements did not specify
allowing customers to put in extra comments on the order, this would be a new requirement.

One of the most common scenarios is that, as the project develops, the business starts
assigning more resources to review it, or for personnel to be educated about it. Even though dur-
ing initial requirements gathering, it might have assigned several subject matter experts, invari-
ably new comments will be accumulated after the larger business team has a chance to
understand what is being developed. In some cases, business managers might have suggestions to
modify the original requirements to improve either the customers’ experience on the commerce
site or to make it easier to administer. Examples of this might be additional shortcut keys, addi-
tional reports, or links between pages. Similarly, new suggestions might be made to implement
additional features that improve some aspects of the sites or provide additional features for site
administrators.

With all these possible reasons for plan changes,
typically the lines of business are the ones that propose
changes or additions, whereas the responsibility to
respond to these proposals rests with the implementation
team. Occasionally, however, the roles can be reversed.
Sometimes the source of proposed additions or changes is
actually the technical implementers, rather than the lines
of business. Their suggestions usually are based on
improved understanding of what is possible as a result of
deeper design and experience by the developers. 

For example, let’s say the original requirement was
that a new site must be reviewed and approved by two lev-
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As the project progresses,
changes to the requirements
usually appear. These changes
can be initiated by various lines
of business departments as they
become educated about the new
commerce platform. Changes
can also be initiated by the tech-
nical implementers who might
have creative suggestions as
they gain more of an understand-
ing of the requirements and the
technology.
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els of authorization before it can be used by customers. The technical implementers might sug-
gest that rather than implementing a complex approval workflow, they can save time and effort if
instead a single approval were to be sufficient. With such a suggestion from implementers, it is
now the job of the business to respond as to whether it can tolerate the proposed change.

Plan Change Process
Producing a system from a specification is like walking on water; it’s easier if it’s frozen.

We have seen that for a large commerce project, especially one that affects multiple lines of
business, requirement changes are unavoidable. Such changes invariably affect both the cost of
the project and its duration, and if not managed properly, they can affect the success of the new
platform. Therefore, there must be a formal process to articulate new requirements, justify them,
review them, and decide whether they should be accepted and implemented. 

Typically, each proposed change must be described, including not only what is needed, but
also why it should be done. Justification can be based on increased revenue estimates, cost reduc-
tions, improved system security, or other factors but must be clearly quantified. Typically there is
a committee that is responsible to review these changes and to prioritize them. The high-priority

proposals are then examined in more detail to determine
their impact on the plan both in terms of cost and time.
Then the committee makes a decision on which changes
are approved and which are rejected. For a project to cre-
ate a shared commerce platform for multiple lines of busi-
ness, this process is no different than for any other large
project. However, there is an extra factor that comes into
play that makes the process a little more intricate. 

In some cases, change proposals might be rejected not because they are difficult to imple-
ment but because they clash with other requirements. Typically, each line of business is only con-
cerned about its own business and only worries about its own requirements. There might be
requirements that focus entirely on its business and which contradict requirements from other
divisions. The following is an example of such contradictory requirements. 

Example of Clash of Requirements
Let’s say the company decides to create a site for each country in which it does business. The
company does not want to create separate sites for business customers and consumers but
wants to use the same sites for both types of customers. For consumers, the requirement is to
self-register on each site quickly and easily with no need for approval by a customer service
representative. On the other hand, the company does not want business customers to regis-
ter automatically; instead, they want all registration requests from business customers to be
reviewed by sales representatives, to make sure the customer is not already registered, and
also to ensure that this business is in good standing.
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Requirement changes are
unavoidable. It is necessary to
establish a process for changes
to be brought forward, justified,
and then either accepted or
rejected.
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If this contradiction were discovered in the initial requirements phase, perhaps the imple-
menters could have suggested that business customers and consumers should use different
sites so that each site can implement processes specific to its customers. However, once the
project is under way, it is difficult to redesign the platform. This is because the change
affects not only the technical details of the platform, but also the entire infrastructure that
the business sets up, such as administrators, sales representatives, call center, and help desk.
It is unfortunate that a contradiction in requirements has been discovered late in the cycle,
but still the implementation team must decide what to do. 

One possible solution might allow all customers to self-register but to also maintain a special
attribute that indicates whether the customer is a consumer or a business. The registration
process for business customers would then consist of them creating their own profile on the
site, and then call a customer service representative to mark their profile as belonging to a
business user. 

This is an imperfect solution because it requires more complexity from the site’s business
processes and business logic, but it might be enough to resolve the problem to the satisfaction of
both the B2C and B2B lines of business. In this solution, preference is given to the requirements
of the consumers, who can self-register on the site quickly and easily. Business customers have a
more cumbersome process to follow, but it might be deemed acceptable within that market
segment. 

Fundamentally, the plan change process for a shared commerce platform deals with the
politics of resolving and prioritizing requirements of one line of business over those of another
line of business. The key to success is making decisions that do not totally alienate any of the par-
ticipating players but which are both reasonable and acceptable to the business.

However, there can be cases where the requirements truly clash and the contradictions can-
not be resolved. The new requirement can also be deemed to be too large in scope and clash with
the project schedule. The two possible approaches to resolve such serious clashes are the rejec-
tion of one of the requirements or changing the project scope.

Rejection of Requirements
Rejection of a requirement can mean that it will not be looked at again. However, more often
rejection simply means that the requirement is not accepted into the current phase, but it will be
looked at when planning a future release of the platform. 

Rejection of requirements is sometimes seen to be bad for the business that proposed them
but good for the implementers who have one less headache to worry about. To make the rejection
palatable to the business, it is very important to establish a process where it is completely clear to
everyone involved that both perceptions are false.

It must be clear that requirements are not accepted or rejected because technical imple-
menters like or dislike them, but only because of their ability to implement them. In the end, the
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shared commerce platform is paid for, and serves the needs of, the lines of business, and therefore
it must be completely subservient to the lines of business. The following example illustrates this
relationship between IT and lines of business.

Example of Rejection of Requirements Leading to Project Failure
There was a large corporation that was trying to implement a shared commerce platform,
and the business had the requirement that all pricing calculations be done upfront when the
order is calculated. This had been a constant irritant to the business with its previous sites
because due to complexities of the pricing process, the customer only saw the approximate
price when placing the order. The final calculations were performed later when the order
was processed, and as a result, the price shown on the invoice would sometimes differ from
the price presented on the site during checkout. Usually the difference would be no more
than a few pennies, but still this was seen as an irritant to the customers.

Although the requirement was quite clear, the technical implementation team was unwilling
to even explore possible ways of how it could be implemented. It was faced with an array of
legacy systems and processes, where many pricing calculations were done after the order is
placed, and changing these processes would require an in-depth review of system capabili-
ties, and a redesign of many business processes.

In the end, due to the implementers’ resistance, the new platform did not change this pric-
ing process. Instead, the new platform continued using the same policy of only providing
preliminary pricing during checkout, with an advisory warning that the actual invoice
might be different.

It is hard to say that this is the most important factor, but certainly it was one of the reasons
why the shared commerce platform was never fully adopted. After a few years, the entire
system was scrapped, requiring an expensive effort to create a new platform.

As much as it is important for the implementation team to be responsive to requirements, it
is equally important for the lines of business to be understanding of what is possible and what
should not be attempted. If the implementation team cannot commit to a business requirement,
rather than voice complaints, the two organizations should work together to come up with an
acceptable alternative. 

Again on the issue of pricing, a large company selling to businesses with prearranged price
contracts had the requirement to give discounts on entire categories, but also to exempt certain
products or subcategories from the discounts. The implementation team found it difficult to pro-
vide visual tools that can do all this within the time and budget allocated to the project.  Instead,
they proposed to load the pricing rules from a spreadsheet. Although this is not a perfect solution,
it did achieve what the business wanted, even though it required more training for the staff.
Thanks to the compromise the new platform became successful, and the implementers started
thinking about improving the tools in subsequent releases.
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To summarize, requirements must not be rejected
haphazardly but only when several conditions have been
met. The first condition is that the reasons for rejection are
articulated and are based on clear and objective analysis of
the issues. The second condition for rejecting a require-
ment is that the business must be given an alternative, even
if uncomfortable, as a way to meet its business goals. If
both conditions are met, and if both the implementation
team and the lines of business understand this process,
rejection of a requirement will not lead to subsequent dis-
satisfaction and dispute, but instead will lay the ground-
work for future releases of the platform.

Project Scope Changes
Changing the scope of the project is an extreme measure, which should only be done with the
approval of the executive sponsor of the project. Scope change can only be the result of a drastic
change in requirements in which the magnitude of change is such that the original plan cannot
accommodate the changes.

Even though sometimes it is hard to distinguish between them, it is important to differenti-
ate between scope changes and implementation problems. Both situations lead to the same result,
namely greater expenses and late delivery; however, their perceptions are very different. Late
delivery due to scope changes is justified and is understood to be unavoidable by all parties
involved in the project. However, late delivery due to implementation problems is a symptom of
planning or delivery failure, which must be investigated and corrected to avoid its repetition later.

The “acid test” of an anticipated scope change is the appearance of new players involved in
the project. An example of a justified scope change is that the line of business whose site was to
be the first deployed on the new platform has been sold, or has been merged with other lines of
business. Such circumstances necessarily change a re-evaluation of the platform, and the need to
determine the new high-priority sites that will be the first ones to be built on the new platform.
Because the other sites will likely serve the needs of different lines of business, clearly major
requirement changes are to be anticipated.

On the other hand, if none of the players have changed, but the project is late, this should be
a cause for concern. Is it late because the implementation team simply didn’t implement all the
requirements on time? Or is it late because proposals for requirement changes were not managed
properly? Or perhaps the project was mismanaged from the start because the plan was created
and the implementation effort was launched when requirements were not yet clearly understood?
In the worst case, fluidity in requirements can be indicative of chronic infighting within the com-
pany about what the scope should be and what the best requirements are. 
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Requirement review must be
respectful of the needs of the
lines of business. Therefore,
valid requirements might be
rejected only if the reasons for
the rejection are articulated, and
if alternative arrangements are
possible so that the lines of busi-
ness can have other ways to use
and administer the sites.

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

Whatever the case is, if the project scope change
request is put forward, only the company executives, led
by the project sponsor, can ensure survival of this new
commerce platform. Before authorizing a scope change,
the project sponsor must be sure that the requirements
have changed significantly and at the same time under-
stand what caused the change. Authorizing the extension
of delivery date, or approving additional costs, is justified
only if the executives have been given reasons to believe
that this is the last such change that is necessary before the
project is delivered.

Summary
To develop a multisite commerce platform, the initial
requirements gathering phase is necessary to know the
scope of the project and also to prioritize which sites will

be developed first. Subsequently, detailed requirements must be gathered for the commerce plat-
form. These detailed requirements are given to the implementers by the lines of business that take
part in the first phase of the project. 

Experienced project managers and technical architects must make a determination whether
requirements are sufficiently complete so that development can begin. Until this determination, it
is better to avoid investing too much into development.

Requirements must be prioritized based on clear and objective criteria. Only the high-
priority requirements must be adopted to make sure the project meets the cost and schedule
constraints.

As the project progresses, requests for changes in requirements might come up due to the
changing needs of the business that are initiated by the technical implementers or by divisions. 

Requirement and plan change proposals must be evaluated in an objective and transparent
manner. Acceptance or rejection of requirements must be based on clear objective criteria. If the
proposed changes are rejected, a reason for the rejection by the implementation team needs to be
given, and an alternative approached should be suggested.

It might sometimes be necessary to change the scope of the project. If so, the change should
be given executive approval because it increases the cost of the project and delays the delivery
date. Project scope change should be approved only if the reason for it is justified. 

Scope changes must be distinguished from delays and cost overruns. The former can be
approved by the executive sponsor if the reason for it is justified. However, project delays might
indicate management problems in the project and, therefore, should be approved only if the
underlying causes have been corrected. 
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Project scope change can be
authorized only by the executive
sponsor of the project. The scope
change should be authorized if
the reason for it is understood
and is in line with the company’s
strategy.

Scope change must be distin-
guished from an extension of the
schedule or cost overruns. Such
plan changes also require expla-
nation and authorization but
should be permitted only if there
is a plan to show that the reasons
for the slippage have been
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C H A P T E R 1 1

The Project Team

Key Concepts:

Create a multidisciplinary team to lead the project to develop a multisite commerce platform.
The team must involve project managers, business analysts, and technical leaders

Appoint a small team of people who are responsible for the overall decision making  

Monitor the overall health of the project including communication between various departments
who are working on it

Choose experienced and visionary project architects who can bring creative technical ideas, 
and govern and monitor the development effort

Keep track of key decisions

In the book, we have been referring to an undefined project team that carries the responsibility to
usher and shepherd the commerce project through the various phases of approval and develop-
ment. Let’s now dwell a little on what skills are necessary for this team and how this team can
effectively operate.

The first observation is that the entire team working on the project will probably grow quite
large and can include hundreds of people with either technical or business qualifications. On the
technical side, this larger team needs to include software developers, deployment specialists,
database specialists, system administrators, experts in the company’s corporate architecture, and
specialists in specific software packages, such as catalog management, customer relationship
management, inventory and order management systems, Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP),
and so on. There will probably be several departments dedicated to development, testing, and
deployment of the new commerce platform.

From the business side, the team requires participation of subject matter experts from vari-
ous lines of business and business analysts to put together requirements. There is also a need to
train the line of business staff to use the new platform. For example, catalog administrators, 
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customer service representatives, order administrators, and marketing managers must all become
familiar with the new business processes and the new tools used to manage the company’s online
commerce business using the new platform.

With so many players involved, you need to ensure that all the effort and expenses are spent
wisely. Here we focus on the aspects specific to the problem of creating a platform for multiple
commerce sites. In particular, we deal with the leadership of the project and the people that form
the virtual project team whose responsibility is to ensure the successful creation and deployment
of the shared commerce platform.

The key questions are: What are the skills that must be assembled to lead the project? And
how should key decisions be made when many players are involved from many parts of the
company?

The Skills Required for Leading the Project
The key skills that are necessary to lead the effort to develop a commerce platform involve tech-
nical ability, understanding of the company’s business, and project management. Certainly, it is
important to ensure that each of the key positions is filled with experienced people that have a
proven track record of delivery. However, merely assembling the best people for each kind of
skill and asking them to lead does not in itself ensure success. 

Inherently a commerce project is a multidisciplinary effort, in that any technical or business
decision can affect many different aspects of the platform. The decisions of business analysts
affect the designs created by software architects. Similarly, the choice of technical architecture
can make subsequent business requirements difficult to implement. For example, it is usually
necessary to have the business vision to validate the architecture. Therefore, architects often ask
business owners to tell what functions they would like the site to have in 2 to 5 years to validate
that the architecture will live at least that long without major rework. 

Because of this interdependency of decisions, it is not enough for a specialist to be skillful
in only one area. To develop a complex commerce system, each specialist must have an under-
standing of other areas as well. 

For example, ideally, the top technical architects also have some understanding of the busi-
ness and are also familiar with basic project management. Similarly, the lead project managers

should have some technical background to understand the
proposals and arguments made by designers and archi-
tects. And finally, it helps if the business analysts that
gather requirements also have a basic understanding of the
technology used to do the implementation. 

To illustrate this point, we give examples in which
technical decisions have significant impact on the business
and the choice of business requirements have impact on
technical feasibility.
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A multisite commerce platform 
is a complex undertaking that
involves many different parties
within the company. Therefore,
technical decisions can have
implications on the business, 
and business requirements can
carry unexpected technical
ramifications.
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Business Implications of Technical Decisions 
Let’s return to the example of the integration between the front-end commerce system and the
back-end order management system. In Chapter 10, “Managing Requirements,” we described a
technical decision that must be made by the architects responsible for integration of the com-
merce platform with the company’s back-end order management systems. This choice is illus-
trated in Figure 11.1.
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 2. Transfer order to order
management system.

 3. Check and 
approve payment. 

Payment Provider

Back-End Order
Management and

Fulfillment for
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1. Place order.

Architecture Option 1:
Approval by Back-End
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Architecture Option 2:
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Front-End Commerce
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 2. Check and approve
payment.

 3. Transfer order to order
management system.

Payment Provider

Back-End Order
Management and
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Division 2

1. Place order. Front-End Commerce
System

Figure 11.1 Two options for back-end integration

The first option is for the commerce system to simply capture the order and to transfer it to
the company’s order management system, which is responsible to approve payment and then
manage the order until it is fulfilled. The second option is for the commerce system to hold the
order until payment approval is granted, and only then transfer it to the order management system
for fulfillment.

Both these options might be technically feasible, and you would intuitively expect the
designers to make the decision about which option to follow based on their technical skills and
experience.  

However, even though this decision seems technical in nature, it can have far-reaching
implications on the business processes that the company follows. For example, say option 2 is
chosen in which payment is approved by the front-end commerce-end system. This technical
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decision would have several implications that have little or nothing to do with technology but
affect the daily lives of line of business personnel.

Imagine a situation where an order is placed, and then the customer calls a customer ser-
vice representative to inquire about the order or to modify it. The first thing that the customer ser-
vice representative would need to do is to find the order. If the payment for the order has already
been approved, the order would be located in the order management system, and it should be
modified there. However, if the payment has not yet been approved, the order must be located in
the front-end commerce system and changed there. Obviously this search for the order could
become quite complicated and would become both confusing and time-consuming for the cus-
tomer service representative.

In an environment where the performance of customer service representatives is closely
monitored, every second that these employees must spend
with a customer is important. The business is interested in
reducing the time spent per customer, whereas this techni-
cal decision causes the productivity to go down and hence
the cost of customer service to go up.

If the designers are aware of the issue, they can
come up with ways to deal with it. For example, they
could design the order management tools with enough
intelligence to automatically find the correct place where
the order is to be edited. However, they would do this only
if they were aware of the business implications that stem
from their design. 

Technical Implications of Business Decisions
Now imagine that one of the goals of the system is to allow marketing administrators to preview
their site with their planned marketing campaigns; in other words, to view the site as it will look
when the campaigns are active in the future. A naïve business analyst would transcribe this
requirement as follows:

Example of Requirement Statement Which Is Difficult to Implement
Requirement: Ability by marketing administrators and testers to preview the site as it will
look at any point in the future.

Example: Today is November 1. There is a marketing campaign that is scheduled to start
on November 15. The marketing administrator needs to view the site today as it will look on
November 15. The marketing administrator must specify the required date (November 15)
as the preview date and then launch the site in preview mode.
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The design of the commerce sys-
tem cannot be treated simply as
a technology issue, but it must
take into account the business
processes that result from the
design decisions. This means
that the technical designers and
architects must have a good
understanding of the business so
as to make the best decisions for
the company.

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

Such formulation of requirements might not be easy to implement. Although this capability
has been achieved in some commerce systems, it is technically challenging for a site to treat time
as a variable. Normally, the operating system provides only one clock, and this clock applies to
all users who view the site, whether they are administrators or customers. Technically, this
“future preview” requirement implies that the commerce system treats time as some kind of a
variable, which can be set by an authorized administrator within his own context, without affect-
ing other users of the system. In the example, when the administrator views the site, time is set to
November 15, while for all other users, time is November 1.

The treatment of time as a context-based variable, rather than as an inherent property of the
system, would have impact on many components of the application. For many commerce appli-
cations, this would be either impossible to achieve, or the development effort might be quite large
and expensive.

If the business analyst had some understanding of technology, he would avoid formulating
the requirement in such a technically challenging manner. Rather, he would perhaps work with
the marketing department that originated the requirement and modify it in a way that makes it
easier to implement, such as in the following example:

Rephrased Requirement Statement Which Is Easier to Implement
Requirement: Ability by marketing administrators and testers to preview marketing
campaigns.

Example: Today is November 1. There is a marketing campaign that is scheduled to start
on November 15. The marketing administrator needs to view the site as if the marketing
campaign were effective today; that is, as it would look on November 15. The marketing
administrator must specify the marketing campaign that must be previewed and then
launch the site in preview mode.

The second formulation of the requirement does not demand that the administrator view
the site as it would look in the future. Instead, it says that the administrator needs to view the site
as it looks today, with the particular future marketing campaign shown.

This difference with the first requirement is subtle but significant. For example, let’s say
that this site has several campaigns scheduled to start in the future; one starts on November 10,
another on November 15, and the other on November 20. Furthermore, several campaigns that
are effective today expire some time before November 15. 

Based on the first requirement, the administrator would see the site exactly as it would
appear on November 15, with only those campaigns that are effective at that time. Somehow the
commerce software must be made to think that all the current campaigns have already expired,
and the two new ones are effective, while the one slated to start on November 20 is not shown. 

On the other hand, with the second formulation of the requirement, this manipulation of
time is unnecessary. All that is needed is to show the site exactly as it appears today, with the 
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current campaigns. The only difference is that in addition to the current campaigns, the require-
ment is asking to also show the new campaign that is scheduled for November 15.

Depending on the commerce software used, this second formulation of the requirement
might be much easier to implement. It involves modifications to the engine that runs the market-
ing campaigns on the site but does not involve a complex redesign of the interactions with ser-
vices provided by the operating system.

We see that the business analysts that set require-
ments for the commerce system must have some under-
standing of the technology that is used. With such
understanding, they can better formulate the requirements
and prioritize them to make the release of the system more
achievable. 

Now we discuss some specific skills necessary to the
commerce project and see how they operate—and especially how they interact with each other.

Strong Project Management
The project manager is truly the glue that holds a multisite project together. The project manager
must not only track the progress of line items, but also monitor the overall health of the project.
For example, a lack of communications between different implementation teams could ruin the
entire project, but it might not be discovered until the line items are missed or until a huge number
of defects are discovered during testing. 

Example of a Project with a Fatal Lack of Communication
A company in Canada was trying to implement a new order management system for all its
sites. The requirements were clearly specified and included capability to automatically find
suppliers for each item in the order, and to create purchase orders to the suppliers. The
order management system was supposed to maintain communications with suppliers,
including confirmations of shipments or nonshipments of portions of the orders. 

After many months of development, about a month before the planned deployment date,
management learned that system test was failing and that the system cannot perform the
critical tasks of splitting orders among the suppliers and tracking the progress of fulfill-
ment. This late in the cycle, the problem aroused great concern among the executives. 

It is instructive to understand the exact problem, so we will dive a little into the technical
details here.

The problem was investigated by an outside consultant, who found that the new order man-
agement system was being developed on two floors of the company’s offices. On the third
floor dwelled the programmers who developed the programs for the new system, including
the business logic to select the suppliers for each order. These programmers also designed
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Business analysts should have
some understanding of the tech-
nology, to lay down the require-
ments in a way conducive to
implementation.
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and implemented the processing of incoming messages from suppliers regarding the status
of orders handled by the suppliers. 

On the second floor were the developers of the message gateway, whose job was to make sure
the messages coming from the suppliers are translated to the company’s internal format.
The second floor also housed the testers of the system.

The consultant first spent time with the programmers on the third floor and examined the
business logic that they implemented. Barring a usual number of defects, the programming
seemed to be correct and in accordance with the requirements. The consultant noted that
there was great consternation from developers who could not understand why testers were
complaining that the system was not working.

The consultant then went to the second floor to see what the perceived problems were from
that point of view. The testers demonstrated how they simulated a message coming in from
a supplier, which indicated that a partial quantity of the item was shipped, while the rest
was not yet determined. The defect was that this message caused the remaining quantity to
be reassigned to a second supplier by the order management system, rather than waiting for
confirmation from the original supplier. The testers were frustrated that the third-floor
developers kept insisting that the system was working as designed, when clearly they saw
incorrect behavior.

Eventually it turned out that the problem was that the message mapping done on the second
floor interpreted messages by understanding the requirements differently than the develop-
ers on the third floor. You can see the message flow in Figure 11.2.
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continues

Order Management
System

Supplier A
System

1. Submit order
for five items.

2. Order management
decision: Fulfill two items
from own inventory and
send the remaining three to
Supplier A.

3. Request Supplier A
to fulfill three items.

4. Reply that two items can be
fulfilled.
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the remaining one item.)
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to fulfill one item.
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item can be fulfilled.
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the system about this item
and the second confirmation 
is unexpected.

Figure 11.2 Messages between a company’s order management system and the
supplier

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

An order is submitted by the customer, and the order management logic decides to send a
portion of the order to a certain supplier. The supplier replies that out of this quantity of
items, it is able to ship only a subset—so it might acknowledge only a partial quantity of the
ordered items.

When a supplier acknowledged 2 out of 3 items, the message mapping logic written on the
second floor interpreted this to mean that the status of the remaining item is yet to be deter-
mined. However, the business logic written on the third floor assumed that the remaining
item was never going to be shipped and assigned it to another supplier. 

Because the testers worked on the second floor, their interpretation of the message was the
same as that of the message mapping people who worked in the same hall. In other words,
they understood such partial acknowledgment to mean that this supplier will still respond
to the remaining item. However, the order management software had assumed that a confir-
mation of a subset of the items means the other items are unavailable.

In the test scenario, the original supplier would then send a second message to confirm the
remaining item. The order management software written on the third floor didn’t know
what to do with the second confirmation because as far as it was concerned, this original
supplier was no longer responsible for the item.

This scenario is quite complex, and the errors were the result of miscommunication
between the two development groups. Given the complexity, it is difficult to tell which one of the
groups was responsible for the mix-up. The important question, however, is not whose fault it
was, but why such basic miscommunication was never discovered until one month before
planned completion. If the disagreement between the groups had been known earlier, the problem
would never have occurred, saving much aggravation and time. It is therefore important to devise
development processes that minimize the chances of this confusion going unnoticed.

In most development organizations, it is the responsibility of technical leaders to review the
designs and ensure that they are consistent with each other. However, in a large project, it is
unwise to rely only on the technical leaders to catch all the mistakes—after all, even the best
designers and architects are only human, and they could miss details that are only hinted at by
design documents. Moreover, in the case of our example, each of the teams had its own designer,
and it was the designers who miscommunicated with each other! The team leader of each floor
approved his team’s design because he did not notice the subtle difference with the other team’s
design. At the same time, it is virtually impossible for the single architect who is responsible for
the entire project to review every design detail and to catch every misunderstanding. 

Without completely exonerating the technical community, we can at least understand from
its point of view how the mistake could have been made and not caught early during design
reviews.

Most likely, the high-level architecture of the message flow was unclear or not detailed
enough. Because of this, the architecture was misinterpreted by one of the development groups.
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The resulting error in design was missed during design reviews. In other words, clearly, this com-
pany’s design and review processes were flawed.

The question remains: What could have been done differently that would have avoided this
miscommunication, or at least how could the miscommunication have been detected earlier?

We would like to suggest that one critical missing piece in this project was the attention by
project managers to the health of the development organizations. The project managers deemed
their job to consist of tracking a set of various activities, such as designs, development of line
items, test plans, and test execution and simply recorded the progress as reported to them by tech-
nical developers and testers. Each development line item corresponded to a row on the project
spreadsheet, where the “expected date” represented the plan, and the “actual date” represented
the actual completion of the line item. From their point of view, the project managers focused on
ensuring that all the actual dates in the project spreadsheet met with the expected dates. If the
dates were not met, their job was to yell at the relevant developers and testers to get their act
together and deliver line items on schedule.

However, the job of project management should not be reduced to just being the taskmas-
ters of the project. Particularly when several different departments are involved, project manage-
ment has the unique position in which they are able to communicate with all parts of the project
effort, and this position must be used to ensure the various communities work together smoothly.

In the case of the failure in our example, it seems clear that the third floor and second floor
developers never talked to each other during the entire development effort, and never compared
notes on their understanding of the requirements. Effective project management would have
noticed this lack of communication and asked the relevant technical leaders to ensure that they
spend some time to compare their understanding of the requirements. This communication was
not in the original plan because the problem was not foreseen; however, project management
should have forced the necessary communication while the project was in earlier stages. Such a
basic review of requirements might have taken one or two days out of the project schedule, but
it’s better to spend the time early on than to risk project failure later.

The same consideration applies to any large project. However, when creating a common
commerce platform for a company, this point is even more important. This large project is bound
to involve departments from different parts of the company, which prior to this project might not
even have been aware of each other’s existence. Effective communications between the depart-
ments is essential to the success of the commerce platform. Project management should be con-
cerned not only with ensuring all line items are delivered on scheduled, but also with monitoring
the health of the overall effort. In particular, project management must monitor the communica-
tions between the teams and ensure that there is healthy interaction between them.

Furthermore, it might even be a good idea for project management to put together a com-
munications map that outlines all the different departments and organizations involved in the
project. An example of such a map is shown in Figure 11.3.

This map lists the various organizations and the kinds of communications that take place
between them. With this map, project management can anticipate the kinds of communications
that must take place to ensure that these communications are healthy. 
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Figure 11.3 Elements of a communications map for creating a multisite commerce platform

There are many methods of monitoring the health of
communications. For example, project managers can con-
duct regular interviews with leaders of various depart-
ments to get their perspective. Alternatively, the project
plan can incorporate checkpoints for exchange and review
of the designs, for comparing the business processes that
result from the designs, or simply for plan synch-ups. At
such checkpoints, representatives of selected departments
would come together to compare their plans, their under-
standing of requirements, and the implications of their
designs. This way, any communications issues would
automatically float to the surface.
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Within a project to create a multi-
site commerce platform, commu-
nications between various
departments is crucial for the
success of the project because
so many different parts of the
company are involved. 

Project management should
ensure that healthy correspon-
dence takes place between the
people involved in different parts
of the company. A communica-
tions map prepared at the time of
the project plan can help ensure
that the necessary communica-
tions take place.
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Strong Architectural Leadership
Common perception is that a good software architect develops good designs for implementing
each requirement in a manner where the requirement will be satisfied with potential for future
growth, and with minimal cost. However, this naïve approach to simply provide a design and
implementation for each requirement is bound to cause the project to grow enormously, both in
terms of time and effort. 

In a multisite commerce project, technical design skills alone are not sufficient for the sen-
ior architects. In addition to having technical skills, the architects and designers must find ways to
reduce the total cost and time for the project, by being creative in how each software feature is
implemented. It is therefore important to ensure that the technical leaders of the project have
proven track records in similar large projects and had opportunity to gain experience to see the
bigger picture and choose the best approaches to complex problems. 

For example, a good experienced architect can often recognize a commonality between
requirements. In other words, this person can find ways to use a single feature in the software to
implement several requirements that might look completely different to a business user. Here is
an example of this nonobvious commonality that applies to seemingly unrelated requirements. 

Example Where a Single Feature in Software Can Implement 
Several Requirements
A manufacturer of electronic equipment sold the products through a small set of distribu-
tors, and the distributors would sell the products through a network of many resellers. To
purchase products for inventory, each reseller needed to call all the distributors that they
dealt with to find the best prices. This was a lengthy time-consuming process that caused
resellers to dedicate too much time dealing with inventory, rather than serving their cus-
tomers. This arrangement is illustrated in Figure 11.4.
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Figure 11.4 Resellers obtaining inventory from distributors
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The manufacturer decided to create a site to allow its resellers to easily source inventory
from their distributors. Each reseller would browse the manufacturer’s catalog and retrieve
each of the distributors’ prices and inventory position for all the products they are looking
for, thus greatly simplifying the task.

At the same time, the manufacturer also had the idea to allow resellers to create hosted
online commerce sites, where consumers and businesses would purchase the manufacturer’s
products from the resellers. The advantage to the manufacturer is that the smallest resellers
would easily create their Web sites based on the manufacturer’s catalog, hence greatly
increasing the web presence and availability of the manufacturer’s products. The resellers
would potentially increase their sales by adding a web channel while incurring minimal cost.

We can see two distinct and seemingly unrelated requirements: The first is to allow resellers
to find product prices and availability from the distributors, and the second is to allow
resellers to quickly and easily create hosted sites to sell products to the resellers’ customers.

The most straight-forward approach would implement these two requirements as two dif-
ferent infrastructures: one for hosted stores, and one for distributor product search. The
company’s architects, however, found a way to implement both requirements as a single
platform, reducing the cost by a factor of two. What they proposed was that fundamentally
there are three kinds of sites that were involved in this project:

1. Reseller hosted sites 

Purpose: Consumers and business buyers to purchase products from resellers.

Customers of the site: Consumers and business buyers.

Administration: Most of the catalog provided by the manufacturer.
Resellers select products from the manufacturer’s catalog that they deal in and create
additional bundles or other noncompetitive products. 
Resellers also must review and fulfill orders placed by customers.

2. Manufacturer’s site for resellers

Purpose: Allow resellers to locate inventory and estimate prices from distributors.

Customers of the site: Resellers.

Administration: Administered by the manufacturer. The site interacts with distributor
online sites to retrieve real-time inventory and pricing information.

3. Distributor sites

Purpose: Allow resellers to obtain inventory and pricing information, and to create
orders.

Customers of the site: Resellers. In this project, the manufacturer’s site would also
become a customer of the distributor sites, retrieving distributor prices and inventory
requested by the resellers.

Administration: Sites administered by the distributors.
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This arrangement of sites and the various people involved in using and administering them
is illustrated in Figure 11.5.

Figure 11.5 Arrangement of sites for a manufacturer, its resellers, and its distributors

There was no need to implement distributor sites because most distributors were large com-
panies that already had their own sophisticated sites. What was needed was a platform
where small resellers could create their own sites hosted by the manufacturer and the manu-
facturer site for resellers, which would interact with distributor sites in real time.

At first glance, the resellers’ sites and the manufacturer’s site for resellers serve completely
different purposes and seem to require very different capabilities. The former are online
stores where customers create orders to purchase from resellers. The latter does not have
any ordering capability but is merely a site to allow resellers to find distributors for the prod-
ucts that they are looking for.

However, upon closer examination of the requirements, the architects saw much common-
ality between the two kinds of sites. For example, both the resellers’ sites and the manufac-
turer’s site for resellers need to present essentially the same catalog of products, with the
same ability to search and to browse the categories. Certainly each reseller might need to
exclude certain products or categories, and possibly add their own bundles, but the same
manufacturer’s catalog is really the basis for all sites.
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There is also a somewhat unexpected similarity, in that it is possible to implement the
process of finding distributors in a similar way to the process of creating orders. Let us com-
pare the flows using Table 11.1.

Table 11.1 Comparison of Order Flows Between Customer Orders and Distributor
Selection

Distributor Selection Flow on 
Order Flow on Reseller Commerce Site Manufacturer Site

1. Create a shopping cart with desired items 1. Create a shopping cart with desired
and quantities. items and quantities.

2. Enter shipping information. 2. Select distributors to be searched.
3. Obtain final pricing. 3. Obtain price quotations and inventory
4. Enter billing information and submit order. information from distributors.
5. View order status. 4. Select distributors for each item.

5. Create draft orders on the sites of the 
selected distributors.

6. Follow the links to distributor sites to 
complete, and submit the draft orders.

7. View order statuses for all selected 
distributors.

Both flows involve the creation of a shopping cart, pricing, order submission, and order sta-
tus. The main difference between the two flows is the need to select distributors for the items
in the shopping cart. 

If we were to view the selection as merely the creation of a shopping cart for that distributor,
the two flows would become much more similar, as seen in Table 11.2.

Table 11.2 Closer Look at Similarities Between Reseller Order Flow and Distributor
Selection Flow

Distributor Selection Flow on 
Order Flow on Reseller Store Manufacturer Site

1. Create a shopping cart with desired items 1. Create a shopping cart with desired items 
and quantities. and quantities.

2. Enter shipping information. 2. Select distributors to be searched.
3. Obtain final pricing. 3.1. Obtain price quotations and inventory 
4. Enter billing information and submit information from distributors.

order. 3.2. Create shopping carts for chosen 
5. View order status. distributors for each item.

3.3. Create draft orders on the sites of the 
chosen distributors.

4. Follow the links to distributor sites to 
submit the draft orders.

5. View order statuses for all selected 
distributors.
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What we see in the table is that the process of choosing distributors can be thought of as a
complex example of order management. In this case, however, there are multiple orders
involved, one for each distributor, and all of them are linked to the original shopping cart
that contains the list of products that the reseller was looking for. This is illustrated by
Figure 11.6.

Strong Architectural Leadership 205

Figure 11.6 Reseller obtaining quotes from distributors using multiple shopping carts

From the implementation point of view, this analysis results in significant savings, both in
terms of time and effort. We no longer need to build a new infrastructure to manage distrib-
utor selections by resellers. Instead, each reseller, just like a shopper, simply creates shop-
ping carts on the manufacturer site. Selection of a distributor for a product results in the
creation of a shopping cart associated with a distributor. 

Certainly there are many process-specific features that the designers needed to take care of.
For example, the manufacturer’s site must maintain the linkage between the shopping cart
that represents the reseller’s original need and the shopping carts that correspond to the dis-
tributors. Such linkage is not needed in the resellers’ sites. Another distinction is that the
manufacturer’s site must send messages to distributor systems via the Internet to obtain
prices and availability quotes, and then to put the received information into the correspon-
ding carts. 

However, in spite of these differences, there is a fundamental similarity in the processes fol-
lowed by the manufacturer’s site and by the resellers’ hosted sites. There is also similarity
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Item 3–Qty 4
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between the kinds of data that is maintained on the sites, such as catalogs and shopping
carts.

The approach of implementing these different sites on a single platform allowed for a single
infrastructure for what seemed to be two completely different sets of requirements. From
the manufacturer’s point of view, the company needed to maintain only one catalog that
served all sites; they needed a single installation of hardware and software; and one team of
administrators that could take care of the sites, from both the technical management and
line of business administration point of view.

What we see in this example is that skilled architec-
tural leadership can reduce costs by employing creative
approaches that provide a single implementation for mul-
tiple requirements.

Interpretation of Requirements
Another way in which architects and designers are crucial
to the success in creation of a single platform is by helping

guide the business to shape their requirements. Typically the lines of business express their
requirements based on their understanding of the business, using their typical terminology and
approach. If such statement of requirements were to be taken literally, and everything requested
by the business were to be implemented exactly as stated, the effort could be huge. However, fre-
quently it is possible to slightly modify the requirements in a way that is acceptable to the busi-
ness but which also makes it much easier and cheaper to implement.

For example, say the business is creating sites for different company divisions, with each
division specializing in a specific set of products. Different divisions have completely different
order management processes, and it is impossible to merge them all onto a single site. At the
same time, the company wants to present a single face to the customer, and asks to create a new
site that allows the creation of a single-order containing items from different divisions, as shown
in Figure 11.7.

Taken as is, this requirement seems difficult to implement. Because each division does its
own order processing and fulfillment, even checking out such a combined order might be impos-
sible. For example, one division might require the buyer to specify where the product is installed
and allows tracking of the serial numbers of the products. On the other hand, the products of
another division may not have such details. Another example could be due to differences in
billing, in which one division requires detailed payment information to be submitted with each
order, whereas another division allows its business customers to purchase by entering the cus-
tomer’s purchase order number.
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Creative architects and design-
ers can reduce the project’s com-
plexity and cost by noticing
commonality among require-
ments and finding ways to pro-
vide a single implementation that
satisfies several business needs.
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Figure 11.7 Division specific sites and combined cross-divisional site

The combination of different information in an order, with different payment regimes for differ-
ent sites, makes it extremely difficult to allow a single order to be processed that contains items
from different divisions. However, the designers might propose a change to the requirements to
make them easier to implement. They could, for example, suggest to create an additional site for
multisite search. This site would present all products of all divisions, in what seems like a single
catalog, with the ability by customers to search through the entire catalog. On this new site, cus-
tomers would create shopping carts, which would automatically be created with the divisions
responsible for the selected products. Customers would see all their shopping carts, but they
would have to submit each division’s shopping cart separately, in accordance with the relevant
checkout rules, as shown in Figure 11.8.

This proposal does not quite implement the requirement as stated by the business; however,
it does make a step toward addressing the fundamental problem of bringing all the company’s
products together into a single portal. From the customers’ point of view, they now have a single
profile to maintain; they see all the products in one site; and the only slight inconvenience is that
they have to submit more orders than they would like. 

With some additional work, it might even be possible to allow customers to view all the
orders in the combined site, by automatically querying all the division specific sites and bringing
the information together for the customers’ convenience. This way, to the customer it would seem
as though all the information they need is available on a single portal.
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Figure 11.8 Search-only site for a combined catalog and division-specific order sites

Such a suggestion can save a great deal of implementation
effort, while being satisfactory to the business. Reforming
the divisions to have compatible order processes is a
daunting task that would take years and whose success is
not guaranteed. However, with this approach, the divisions
can maintain their individual order processes while still
allowing for what is seen by the customer as a single point

of contact to the company’s products.

Project Management Alerts
Another important skill from the architecture team is to give early alerts to project management
when the project is technically infeasible so that scope or plan change can be attempted before
disaster looms.

A project might be infeasible because the schedule is too tight and it is unlikely to be com-
pleted on time or because the requirements are too unclear or too complex.

Project managers usually know if the schedule cannot be met because they are responsible
to track the delivery of each line item, and schedule check points to determine whether the project
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is running on time. However, project management has no way to know if requirements or the
designs are so complex that the development team cannot implement them. Only the senior tech-
nical leaders, with extensive experience in both design and development, have the ability to see
that the overall team is struggling when implementing the designs. 

This is particularly dangerous when development is outsourced to an external organization
or offshore. For example, sometimes an offshore development team might misinterpret the
requirements simply because they do not understand the language well. In the worst cases, to
claim a reward, the external team might even claim that a work item is successfully completed,
although in reality the requirement has not been implemented. In such cases, nobody might realize
that the implementation is wrong or incomplete until the error is discovered during the system test. 

Such misunderstandings are generally indicative of either fundamental incompetence or
indifference by the development team. Corrective action can range from getting new, more expe-
rienced developers on the team, to changing the development team, or requesting the design to be
simplified. However, only technical leaders, in their regular design reviews and other regular
interactions with developers, can sense whether such a problem is brewing up. 

This issue is hard to talk about, but if the senior
technical leaders do not bring it up to the attention of
project management, the problems will be found much
later in the cycle when they will be impossible to fix.

Architectural Control
You can expect that the development of a new commerce
platform requires the involvement of a large number of
developers, probably divided into multiple teams. In such
an environment, the overall development must be closely
monitored and governed by the overall architecture that is
established early in the development cycle.

Frequently, the designers within each team have
their own ideas that they would like to push forward. Usu-
ally these designers are all talented professionals, and in
their mind they are trying to do their best for the success of the project, so certainly the technical
leaders of the project would be well advised to listen to such proposals.

However, at the same time as giving everyone an opportunity to innovate and to improve,
the architects must ensure that all contributors to the project follow the same architectural blue-
print, and that the efforts of all the various teams converge to a single system that works as a
whole.  The central architects who prepare the overall architecture must ensure that they control
the development processes so that any new ideas are implemented only if they are reviewed and
approved.

The following is an example of such discord where a design decision made without regard
for the overall architecture can ruin the project.
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It is the responsibility of the sen-
ior technical leaders to alert man-
agement if they see major
problems with implementation.
The technical leaders must also
bring up issues where the teams
are not competent enough to
understand requirements or to
implement them.

More attention must be given to
this if the development team is
outsourced or is geographically
spread in different parts of the
world.
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Example of Uncontrolled Design Decision
As part of the original architectural blueprint, the decision is made to do all message map-
ping using a dedicated service built on third-party software. At the same time, one of the
teams developing order management logic finds the message mapping people to be slow and
unresponsive, and instead implements their own message mapping using proprietary
software.

Although it seems that the order management team has excelled at helping the project be
delivered on time, in fact they have created a situation where the software will be difficult to
maintain or update. If any changes are later needed for the messages, or new messages need
to be handled, it will be difficult to do. Dedicated message mapping systems are designed to
allow such changes to be done easily with minimal expenditure of time and money. On the
other hand, changing the proprietary software will be expensive, can disrupt operation of
the whole system, and might even be impossible if the original programmers are no longer
working for the company.

We see in this example that although the designers of order management mean well, it is
important that their ideas are not implemented unless they are reviewed and approved by the
architects. Part of the job of architectural leadership is to constantly monitor the activities and the
ideas coming from the various teams. 

The technical leaders must be strong enough to disallow inappropriate ideas, even if they
seem wonderful to the designers who propose them. In the example of message mapping, it is
possible that the order management designers can become quite frustrated and can push hard to

let them implement their proprietary message mapping.
And they do have a good case—if they do not do that, the
delays due to the message mapping system can cause the
entire project to be late! 

Only strong and respected architectural leaders can
withstand pressure from designers, and, if necessary, bring
up the issue to project management to resolve the situation
in the correct manner. In this case, delivering the project
on time might seem like a worthy goal, but the resultant
cost of dealing with defects and modifications in propri-
etary software can be so large that it is better to suffer a
delay.

Summary of Strong Architecture Skills
We have seen that strong architectural skills are essential to the success of a project to create a
single company infrastructure. The experience that management should look for in these architec-
tural leaders should, therefore, not be limited to technical ability but must include understanding of
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The architects should ensure that
there is an approval process for
any new ideas initiated by
designers or others involved in
the project. This is important
because there can be many
teams who work on the com-
pany’s shared commerce plat-
form, and only the central project
architects can ensure consis-
tency of the entire platform. 
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the business. Ideally, these technical leaders should have experience working with multiple divi-
sions of the company and have familiarity with many business requirements across the company.

In addition, technical leaders must have demonstrated creativity in their approach to
requirements. They must see the bigger picture behind the requirements and build a platform for
the entire company, rather simply implement each requirement as if it exists by itself.

The technical leaders must ensure designs avoid excessive complexity, and developers are
able to clearly understand what must be done. They must also ensure that any new design ideas
and suggestions coming from the development teams are consistent with the overall architecture.

Finally, it does fall upon the shoulders of the technical leaders to evaluate the technical abil-
ity of the implementation team and to raise personnel issues when the ability is insufficient.

Decision Making
The project of creating a companywide infrastructure for commerce sites involves numerous
decisions, both technical and nontechnical, which must be made promptly to ensure smooth
progress. Initially, these decisions include the determination of the phasing of the sites—in other
words, the order in which sites are to be deployed on the new platform. This implies determina-
tion of requirements that are to be accommodated and the requirements that are to be postponed
or rejected.

Other types of decisions range from the selection of hardware and software technology to
be used, to the selection of the right personnel, to the approval of project plans, designs, and
checkpoints.

As usual in large projects, the decision-making process must be smooth to ensure that cor-
rect decisions are made quickly, while avoiding bottlenecks, and at the same time ensuring a rea-
sonably stress-free environment.

Much literature has been written on the subject of effective decision making and project
control, and here is not the place to investigate this vast subject. However, we will point out sev-
eral key areas to watch out for and make a few recommendations based on past experience of
companies trying to create a shared commerce platform.

Decision Team
A common pitfall that bogs down commerce infrastructure projects is the appearance of dozens
or even hundreds of various parties, all of whom want to give input into the requirements. Realis-
tically, in a large company, consulting all interested parties is difficult, and certainly implement-
ing everyone’s suggestion is impossible. On the other hand, it is important to involve enough key
individuals that the resulting commerce platform can actually fulfill the company’s needs.

Everyone knows that large committees with more than ten members tend to work slowly at
best, and ineffectively at worst. For this reason, most national parliaments have a long-
established practice of assigning all serious preparation work to committees and subcommittees,
while the main body meets to ensure everyone has a chance to give some input and to vote. The
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same applies to technical and project-level decision making—it is not advisable to attempt to air
out each decision with the entire company; rather, decisions must be made by small groups of
people, based on their experience, and with necessary consultation from the interested parties.

Example of a Company That Did Not Demonstrate Strong 
Decision Making
One U.S.-based manufacturer realized that its commerce infrastructure project had grown
very large while the requirements were still unclear. This was a classic case of a runaway
development cost in which many different groups with different opinions worked on differ-
ent subprojects with no common result being foreseen.

To breathe sanity into the effort, the company appointed a new project leader. This capable
and experienced individual realized that the first task was to understand the larger needs of
the various company divisions to ensure that the new platform is built based on a clearly
understood set of requirements.

He decided to meet at the company headquarters with three dozen key movers and shakers
from various divisions of the company. Considering the size of this huge multinational con-
glomerate, this number of participants was as small as could be hoped for. 

The purpose of the meeting was to present an outline of the new platform and to ensure that
the divisions understood its capabilities. In addition, this meeting would provide a forum to
discuss a number of specific questions about the capabilities of the new platform, and with
the presence of all the interested parties, it was hoped that the questions could be success-
fully answered.

As the meeting was approaching, the project leader realized that this agenda was far too
technical and premature. As he was getting more familiar with the state of the project, he
saw that there was not yet any understanding of the company’s overall commerce strategy.
Although several specific requirements were proposed, and some were under development,
there was no clear prioritization of work, and no understanding of the larger picture of the
company’s needs in the area of online commerce. In fact, several distinct projects were
under way in different parts of the company, and it was not clear how these efforts would
ever converge into a single platform.

The project leader decided that, rather than canceling the meeting, he would repurpose it,
using the opportunity to discuss the company’s commerce strategy with input from the
invited division representatives and the key IT architects that were present.

By any measure, this meeting was a failure. In this forum, each division’s line of business
representative could think and talk only about their own needs and ideas, while the other
people were totally bored because they were not interested in that part of the business. At
the same time, whenever IT architects started describing the current capabilities of their
systems, most line of business representatives would get bored and disinterested. Certainly,
no new ideas emerged from this meeting, and no clear set of priorities was established. 
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In this example, the failure seems to be on two levels. The first is that the company started
commerce platform projects without first establishing its purpose or the major priorities.
Although they clearly understood the benefits of a common platform, they rushed too much and
started development prematurely.

The second failure is the attempt to determine the
priorities in a large companywide meeting. This approach
is fundamentally incorrect and can only lead to endless,
boring discussions that lead nowhere. A large meeting like
the one this company held can be useful to announce the
new common strategy and to promote awareness of the
effort to create the new commerce platform. It can also be
used to field some questions that arise and even generate
high-level ideas. However, this is not the way to plan the project or to collect requirements.

Small Decision Team
We suggest that it is much more effective to appoint a small team, hopefully having no more than
five or six people, to guide the commerce project. This team would consist of the chief technical
leader, the project leader, a business analyst familiar with the business, and two or three other
influential and knowledgeable people with technical and business perspectives who are all
employed full time with the commerce project.

It is typically impossible in a large company for a single person to understand in detail all
the requirements for the company’s commerce platform. However, the members of this team can
understand the areas of business that need to be involved and the key requirements, at least at a
high level. The job of this guiding team is to propose and to pursue a clear and coherent strategy
for building the shared commerce platform. Although all team members have their own responsi-
bilities, the team should meet regularly and make the key decisions necessary for the success of
the project.

These key decisions include the overall approach of
the commerce strategy, such as the selection of necessary
vendors or outsourcing partners. The team would decide
which sites need to be built first and what key capabilities
are necessary for each phase. The team could potentially
reject some requirements and accept others. In some
cases, the team might decide that some of the company’s
business processes fundamentally inhibit the advancement
of the commerce project and would start the effort to
change these processes.

Although the team needs to be aware of the overall
status of the project, this guiding team is not responsible
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It is better to avoid large meet-
ings with participants from all
parts of the company. Such
meetings tend to be unsuccess-
ful because the participants find it
difficult to focus on each other’s
topics.

The key decisions that affect the
entire project should be made 
by a small team of the senior
project leaders. This team should
include project management,
senior architects, and business
analysts.

Less significant decisions that do
not affect the entire project can
be delegated to the appropriate
teams that are most competent
to understand the implications. 
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for tracking the status of individual line items. Its primary responsibility is to consider major
issues and to make timely decisions on key questions that arise.

With this approach, members of the guiding team can collect information from other divi-
sions as they see fit and initiate numerous discussions with both lines of business and IT depart-
ments. In many cases, less significant discussions and detailed requirement investigations can be
delegated to the relevant teams and subject matter experts. However, the key project-level deci-
sions, which affect the health of the entire project, must be made by this small team.

Business Process Reviews
An important part of delivering a commerce platform is to ensure that the platform and its capa-
bilities are reviewed with the lines of business that will be using it. To this end, one multinational
equipment manufacturer conducts a review of business processes that are to be provided by each
new release of their commerce platform. As soon as the project’s goals and key requirements are
settled, and the design is mostly understood, they bring together representatives from those lines
of business that would be involved in using the platform and discuss, step by step, the business
processes that would be followed. This leads to a rapid understanding of the missing features in
the new sites or their administration. It also creates an opportunity for the lines of business to
understand the new platform and how their sites would operate.

One disadvantage of this process review is that typi-
cally it would involve dozens of people from different
lines of business. Most people are interested only in their
small parts of the overall process, and are simply bored
when the rest is being discussed.

It is hard to avoid this boredom, however, and in this
kind of a meeting, it is not a serious problem. Whether this
review is done by teleconference or by bringing everyone
into a conference room, it is easy for the review meeting
moderator to keep track of the progress of discussion and
call to the attention of those people whose input is neces-
sary for any specific portion of the process being discussed.

Dispute Resolution
The pitfall with the approach of using small decision
teams is that the lines of business might feel alienated or
complain that they are kept out of the decision-making
process. And they would be right—that is exactly the
intent! However, this complaint would only arise if they
feel that their input is either not sought after or is ignored.
It is therefore important to ensure that consultations with
lines of business and with IT departments do take place
and that their requirements are understood. 
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It is useful to hold a review of the
business processes that will be
put in place by a site that is to be
deployed on the new platform.
Such a review should be held
when the capabilities of the plat-
form and the site are clearly
understood. The review requires
the participation of all affected
lines of business.

In the end, large projects with
many players can only succeed if
decision making is fast and effi-
cient. Some decisions will be
unpopular with several of the par-
ties. The purpose of the decision-
making process is not to avoid
difficult decisions but to ensure
that decisions are made intelli-
gently and that all parties are
assured that their input is taken
into account.
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It is also important that the decision-making process is clear to all the players involved.
This way, if a conflict or dispute arises, there will be a well-understood process to review the
issue and to resolve it. Even if the proposal is rejected, or the complaint is dismissed, at least each
player will know that they were heard. 

Bottlenecks and Decision Sprawl
Bottlenecks occur when too many decisions are concentrated in the hands of only one key person,
or a small number of people, who cannot cope with the volume of reviews and decisions that need
to be made. Concentration of decisions in the hands of too few people causes work to be delayed
because the implementers are forced to wait for decisions to be made. Particularly if the key deci-
sion maker is away, the entire project might need to wait because of a lack of competent
replacement.

For example, it is not a good idea to make one chief architect responsible for reviewing and
approving all designs; this task is impossible for one person to accomplish and would only dis-
tract the architect from dealing with the major technical issues that she must focus on. Similarly,
it would be unreasonable to expect the chief project manager to single-handedly track the status
of all line items and to approve the adoption of all requirements. 

On the other hand, if decisions are distributed to a large group of managers and designers,
overall control of the project will be lost. No matter how competent each person is, without cen-
tral direction, inevitably the project will run out of control due to incompatible decisions being
made by different people who are not consulting with each other, and who have different goals
and agendas. We call this situation decision sprawl—where a multitude of decisions are made,
and as a result the overall project turns into an incongruous agglomeration of efforts by many
teams. Chances are that such a project cannot produce anything effective that even one company
division could use, let alone a shared platform for the entire company.

Clearly, there is a need for a balance, where on the
one hand decisions are centrally coordinated, and on the
other hand decisions are made quickly.

There is no magic solution to achieve this balance,
but the suggestion of having a central guiding committee
would help. When the key decisions are in the hands of
such a committee, the members can fill in for each other
when some participants are absent. Furthermore, if some
committee members are overloaded, they can delegate
work to other members, or if necessary they can bring
additional members to help with the workload.

Decision Database
It is a good idea to create a process where each major decision that is taken is recorded, along
with possible alternatives that were discussed and the people who were involved in the decision.
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A central decision team allows
major decisions to be made or
reviewed while taking the needs
of the whole project into account.
At the same time, it helps with
decision bottlenecks because the
committee can appoint other
decision makers, even if some of
the members are busy or are
away.
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If any problem later arises due to the decision, this database of past decisions would help sort out
how the problem started and what considerations were taken into account. 

We must emphasize that the purpose of this database should not be to identify who is at
fault for bad decisions. Rather, this process is useful to help correct problems that arise in the
future. With this decision database, if later it is discovered that a past decision was incorrect and
must be reconsidered, the team would not have to rediscover all the other issues and rationales
that were already thought about. The past deliberation would be available, and the alternatives
already proposed can be discussed again. As a result, hopefully the new decision on the subject
will not ignore any issues and, therefore, will be better than the original decision.

At the same time, if too many changes are required during the life of the project, manage-
ment can use the database to help understand what went wrong and why many decisions made in
the past are changed. This decision database can serve as an invaluable tool in the post-mortem
process after the project is completed so that future releases of the commerce platform can learn
from the accumulated experience, and hopefully improve on the decision-making process.

Summary
A project manager must communicate with all parts of the project and ensure that the various
teams involved work together smoothly. The project manager should have some technical under-
standing of the work to detect and help solve any misunderstandings that might arise. A project
manager must also determine whether a project is infeasible due to an excessively tight schedule
and is unlikely to be completed on time.

Project managers are responsible not only for timely delivery of each line item, but also for
monitoring the health of the development organization. Project managers must ensure necessary
communications and reviews are taking place among the various teams and mutual misunder-
standings are discovered early. The architects interpret the requirements and put together the
overall architecture and high-level design of the commerce platform. If the requirements lead to a
design that is so complex that the project has high chances of technical failure, it is the responsi-
bility of the architects to bring up the issues to project management.

The central architects are responsible for ensuring that they control the development
processes so that any new ideas that arise are implemented only if they are reviewed and
approved. They ensure that all contributors to the project are following the same architectural
blueprint and that the efforts of all the various teams are unified to have the system working as a
whole.  To do their job effectively, they should have both technical skills and a good understand-
ing of the business.

Strong architectural leaders also recognize commonality between requirements and find
creative ways to use a single feature in the software to implement several requirements that might
look completely different to a business user. This kind of creativity results in cost savings for the
company.
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Architects and designers can also help guide the business to shape their requirements for
the multisite platform. 

The decision-making process must strike a balance between bottlenecks, where the deci-
sions made are dependent on few key people, and sprawl, where the decisions are completely
decentralized and central control of the project is lost. The suggestion is to establish a reasonably
small central committee responsible for key decisions. The work of the committee must find a
balance where both bottlenecks and decision sprawl are avoided. Important decisions requiring
centrally coordination must be made quickly, and less important decisions that do not affect the
health of the entire project must be delegated down to those teams or individuals who are affected
by them.

Finally, to save time and improve the organization in the future, decisions that have been
made and the reasons for those decisions should be recorded in a database.
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C H A P T E R 1 2

Planning for Success

Key Concepts:

Build a comprehensive project plan

Establish key checkpoints and monitor their achievement

Plan for contingencies

Focus the plan on delivering and demonstrating success early

It is well known that for any project to be successful, it is essential to prepare and follow a suffi-
ciently detailed project plan. This holds particularly true for a large project that involves many
different departments, such as the creation of a multisite commerce platform. 

Throughout the life of the project, the plan is used in many different ways. Initially when
the plan is prepared, it is the basis of the project’s approval. The project plan contains information
about the anticipated costs and resource requirements and the expected delivery schedule of the
platform and the sites are based on it. The executives responsible for approving the project can
study the plan to determine whether the costs and the schedule are acceptable and provide their
judgment as to whether the plan is achievable. Fundamentally, the final approval for the project to
proceed also constitutes the approval of the project plan.

When the project is under way, the plan is used as a map that tells managers what activities
should be undertaken at any time. The plan contains schedules for the requirements gathering,
development, test, and deployment activities, and any other interactions with external parties that
are necessary to the commerce platform. 

With many departments and many different players involved in the project, it is difficult to
ensure that all of them will end up working in unison. In many cases, the activity of one depart-
ment is a necessary prerequisite for the activity of another group, which in turn is required before
work can be commenced by other departments. These dependencies can become quite complex,
and it is important to coordinate the work of all the teams involved. Therefore, the project plan is
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important to orchestrate the work of the multiple teams of
people involved so that the deliverables of each activity
are provided in time for other teams to proceed on
schedule.

The project plan is also used to judge whether the
project is proceeding on schedule. This is accomplished
by tracking the various activities to ensure that they follow

the planned schedule, resource allocations, and costs. Furthermore, if the deliverable of one team
is behind schedule, by analyzing the dependencies outlined in the plan, management can under-
stand the impact of the delay on all the other teams and on the overall schedule.

These advantages and uses of a project plan that we have outlined apply equally to all types
of projects. We now focus on the aspects of the project plan that are more specific to the creation
of a multisite commerce platform within a company. This includes the key elements of such a
plan, the important events and checkpoints to consider, and a discussion on how to ensure
resilience in the plan.

Elements of a Project Plan
A project plan must contain all the information necessary to direct and supervise the development
of the commerce platform. Following are some of the typical key elements of such a plan:

• Business goals

• Deliverables and success criteria

• Communications map

• Assumptions and risks

• Dependencies

• Resources

• Schedules

If any one of these elements is missing or is not sufficiently detailed, the plan will be incomplete.
The best way to appreciate the importance of each element of the plan is to consider the conse-
quences if information were not present in the plan. With a plan that is missing key information,
the project runs a high risk of running off track, going over budget, or simply getting mired in
political infighting without producing the real deliverable, which is deploying the company’s
commerce sites. 

The intent here is not to give a detailed guide to project planning because such a work
clearly deserves a treatment of its own. For example, we do not discuss such essential elements as
the budget, schedule, or possible development methodologies. Instead, we point out some aspects
of a project plan in which you must be particularly careful when implementing a multisite com-
merce platform.
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A project plan is like a map that
allows the managers and execu-
tives to not only have a clear idea
of what activities should be done
at any given time, but also to
judge the health of the project.
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Business Goals
The business goals constitute the basis of the entire project, and it is only in the context of the
business goals that the project plan can be defined. The plan could be structured differently
depending on the business goals. The following example illustrates this.

Example of How Differences in Business Goals Impact the 
Project Plan
There are two companies, both of which want to establish a platform for the sites of the dif-
ferent brands that they own. 

One company already has sites operational for each brand; however, currently each site is
run independently of the others. The key business goal for this company is to reduce the
costs of maintaining brand sites. For the sake of convenience, we named this company 
FewBigBrands, Ltd.

The other company has plans for the next few years to purchase other brands. The purpose
of a new commerce platform is to quickly and cheaply create sites for new brands that will
be acquired in the future. This company currently does have sites for some of the brands it
owns, but moving them to the new commerce platform is not considered to be high priority
in the near future compared to the ability to quickly absorb new companies and their sites.
For convenience, we named this second company ManySmallBrands, PLC.

In accordance with the business goal of FewBigBrands.com, this company must not only
create a new platform, but also transition to it the existing sites. Therefore, its project plan
will have time allocated for detailed requirements gathering for each of the existing sites.
The plan will also ensure that each brand’s lines of business have input into the design,
review, development, and testing processes. Finally, the project plan needs a schedule for the
rollout of each brand’s sites.

ManySmallBrands PLC is not interested in reducing the costs of its existing sites; rather, it is
focused on the need to create new sites in the future. Therefore, this project plan has a dif-
ferent focus. The interactions with the lines of business of existing brands will not need to
collect all known requirements, but only to ensure that the implementation team under-
stands in general the needs and culture of the company’s commerce business. Detailed
requirements will only be needed from the first sites to be created in the future, not from
existing sites. 

The plan for ManySmallBrands, PLC will not allocate time for collecting extensive input
from lines of business into the business requirements. Instead, only a few subject matter
experts will be consulted during the requirements gathering phase.

Elements of a Project Plan 221

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

This example shows that the business goals fundamentally affect the structure of the
project plan. For that reason, you need to make sure that the business goals are described in the
plan, thereby ensuring that everyone is aware of the project’s focus.

Business goals must also be referred to throughout the project’s lifetime. When additional
requirements or other plan changes are proposed later, the project team needs to evaluate these
proposals. It is only in light of the goals that proposed changes can be accepted or rejected.

Referring back to the example, let’s say the original plan was that new sites would be 
created by IT personnel. The proposed change is to add the requirement to allow the creation of
new sites by line of business personnel of each brand, with no IT involvement. In the case of
FewBigBrands, Ltd., this requirement might be considered a lower priority. This is because there
is only a small number of sites to create, and it might not make sense to spend a lot of money
developing a site creation tool that is to be used only infrequently for a few sites. Given the lim-
ited time and budget available, project management might decide to reject this requirement.

On the other hand, for ManySmallBrands, PLC.,
this requirement can be considered  important because it is
anticipated that new sites are to be rolled out every few
weeks. Therefore, in light of the business goals of this
company, this requirement and the associated costs might
be approved.

The conclusion is that you need to include business
goals in the plan to ensure that everyone in the project is

aware of the goals and that the development effort always stays consistent to them.

Deliverables and Success Criteria
The next section of the project plan should be a description of the expected output of the project.
For example, the following could be a portion of the project’s deliverables for a company that
wants to create a platform for its sites serving many countries.

Example of Project Deliverables
The following are the deliverables of the project:

1. A commerce platform capable of operating a minimum of 100 sites. 
For all the worldwide sites, the platform must handle at least 100,000 simultaneous visi-
tors with peak load of 500,000 visitors. It is anticipated that all the sites combined will be
creating 2,000 orders per hour with peak load of 10,000 orders per hour.

The average response time for any click on the site should be better than 0.5 seconds.
Submission of an order should take no longer than 2 seconds.

2. Phase I is to transition the existing sites for the United States and Canada to the new
platform.
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The structure of the project plan
and all subsequent decisions can
be made only in the context of
the business goals. Business
goals must be included in the
project plan to help keep the
project on track. 
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The current load on the U.S. site is 50,000 simultaneous visitors, peak 200,000 visitors.
There are approximately 1,000 orders per hour, peak 5,000 orders per hour.

3. Phase II is to create new sites in Europe, including the United Kingdom, Germany, and
Sweden.

4. Subsequently new sites will be created for other countries within the European Union
with a new site created every week.

Given the assumptions and resources specified in this plan, Phase 1 is expected to take 18
months from the time when the plan is approved and the project commences. The first three
sites of Phase II will be deployed within 4 months of the completion of Phase I, with subse-
quent weekly rollout of new sites.

In the preceding example, the deliverables specify not only the sites to be deployed, but
also several other requirements, such as the expected number of visitors and orders. Ideally other
key requirements would be specified as well, such as catalog size, the expected response time for
various administrative activities, and productivity requirements for help desk and customer ser-
vice. You also need to include the key nonfunctional requirements; probably the most important
ones at this point are requirements for performance and availability. For example, if the platform
is to have a weekly 2-hour maintenance window, this should be specified with the plan deliver-
ables. Even though all this information will be described later in the detailed requirements docu-
ment, these key details of the deliverables should be described so that no confusion arises later. In
addition to these deliverables, it is a good idea for the plan to also include specific success criteria
that determine whether the new platform has met the com-
pany’s business goals. Such criteria must be objective and
quantifiable to avoid any disputes in the future about the
platform’s success. 

Some of the success criteria might have nothing to
do with the technical merits of the platform but are based
solely on the business aspects. For example, if the business
goal is to reduce the cost of existing sites, the metrics that
evaluate success need to measure the cost of running sites
under the new platform and compare them with the costs of
the same or similar sites in the past.

If the business goal is to create a number of new
sites, the success criteria should include the costs of oper-
ating the platform and the additional cost incurred for each
site. In the end, the platform cannot be considered suc-
cessful unless the costs are sufficiently low to allow the
company to make a profit.
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By looking at the project plan,
you can determine not only what
the project will deliver, but also
how it will be proven that the
deliverables have met the com-
pany’s goals. 

The project plan must include a
sufficiently detailed description of
the deliverables, along with key
requirements. It must also
describe the criteria that will
determine the sites’ success and
define quantifiable metrics to be
used when assessing the suc-
cess criteria. These criteria can
be based both on business
aspects and on technical merits.
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If the goal of creating new sites is to increase the company’s market presence, the criteria
should include the increase in the number of new customers across all sites and the corresponding
increase in revenue. If the goal is to provide better service to the company’s large customers by
creating tailor-made sites suited for their needs, the success criteria would include measuring the
increased number of such large customers and the increased revenue from each customer. 

Communications Map
As we mentioned before, the creation of a shared platform for multiple commerce sites necessar-
ily requires the involvement of many groups within the company. In some cases, prior to this
project, these groups never talked with each other, but now they are forced to collaborate. 

For example, let’s say that one of the goals of the new platform is that it will also be used by
the company’s call center for customer service and telephone sales. This would be required to
ensure that both the call center and online customers see exactly the same products and prices.
This also allows customer service representatives to look at the customers’ shopping carts and
complete the customers’ orders that they started online.

It could be that in the past, the company’s call center department used a completely differ-
ent system to create orders. However, with the creation of the new platform, the plan is for cus-
tomer service and telephone sales to use the same platform as the online commerce Web sites.
With such a requirement, the development of the platform requires the collaboration of the Web
site designers with customer service to ensure that their requirements are understood. As a result
of this shared commerce project, the call center and online commerce groups within the company
need to collaborate, even though in the past such communications were not necessary.

It is important that the necessary communications are foreseen in the project plan so that
the participants are aware of each other, and so that miscommunications do not take place. The
project plan must include a map of the communications flow, which shows not only the parties
that participate in the project, but also the types of information that they must exchange, and
approximate time frames when this collaboration must take place. Table 12.1 shows several
examples of such listings of cross-team interactions. These are meant only as examples; in real
life, each company’s situation is different, and the communications and their time frames would
need to be examined in the context of the particular business.
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Table 12.1 Examples of Interactions Within the Communications Map

Type of Teams Involved Approximate 
Information First Second Description of Time 
Exchanged Group Group Interactions Frame

Executive Project Steering Update the company Updates of executive 
updates management committee executives as to sponsor would be 

and executive the progress of most frequent, 
sponsor the project. This probably biweekly 

is also an or weekly.
opportunity to Depending on the
discuss key issues situation, the steering
and request committee would
executive assistance probably need to be
if necessary. updated biweekly or 

monthly.

Demo of Development Executive Show the company This might happen 
interim sponsor and managers a demo two or three times 
deliverables selected of the platform. during the 

business The demo not only development of the
managers shows the progress, platform.

but also ensures that 
business managers 
have an early view 
of the deliverables. 
It also is a way to 
prove progress.

Requirements Business Product Product management Initial requirements
for catalog analysts, management to provide gathering.
and for architects, requirements to Detailed requirements
product designers business analysts. gathering.
management The team must review During development

business processes to provide advice
for catalog and consultation.
administration. During business 

process review that
takes place after the 
architecture and 
design are completed.

continues
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Table 12.1 Examples of Interactions Within the Communications Map (continued)

Type of Teams Involved Approximate 
Information First Second Description of Time 
Exchanged Group Group Interactions Frame

Platform Architects Developers and The implementers Initial high-level 
architecture testers of the must review the design phase.

platform proposed 
architecture and 
provide their input 
before the 
architecture is 
approved.

Information Site planning IT personnel Site planning to Communication 
about new inform IT about initiated 2 weeks 
sites being plans for rollout of before a new site is 
planned new sites. IT created.

personnel need to 
validate these plans 
and ensure that the 
platform has the 
capacity to 
accommodate these 
sites.

A communications map should be included within a larger
comprehensive communications plan. Such a plan is a
statement of responsibilities within the project. It includes
a description of the types of communications that are nec-
essary, how often they need to take place, who is responsi-
ble for writing reports, and who follows up on action items.
Including a map of anticipated interactions within the com-
munications plan can go a long way to ensure that the vari-
ous departments involved in the project collaborate.

Assumptions and Risks
Another section of the project plan contains the assumptions upon which the plan is built. For
example, the plan might assume certain staffing levels or the availability of key subject matter
experts from the lines of business. 

Some of the parameters of the platform that form the requirements are not well known at
the time when the project plan is written, and therefore an educated guess must be used instead of

The communications must
describe which teams of people
must be interacting with each
other. The description of the
interaction also includes the type
of information being worked on
and the time frame when this
interaction is anticipated.
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clear requirements. For example, the number of visitors and the orders that these visitors create in
new sites would likely not be known in advance—after all, it depends on the success of the
project! Therefore, the planners must make certain assumptions as to the number of visitors and
the corresponding load that the site must handle.

Such assumptions must be documented in the project plan to make sure that if they prove to
be wrong, at least everyone knows how the situation arose in the first place.

In addition to writing down the assumptions, it is a good idea to also document the risks
involved in the project. An example of risk is what happens if the project is late: Is there a backup
plan on how the commerce sites that the company needs will be operated? 

Let’s say that the company’s current site is out-
sourced to a third-party operator. The plan is to not renew
the contract with the outsourcing provider, but instead to
transition the site to the new platform. If, however, the
project is late, the company cannot terminate the contract
and would be forced to negotiate an extension, possibly
incurring much higher costs than before. 

Such risks must be clearly documented as part of the
plan so that if in the future plan changes are requested, the
management and the executives can judge the risks and
the costs involved and make decisions based on the
research already conducted when the project was initiated.

Dependencies
In any large project, there are bound to be many dependencies in which some work items cannot
start until a different item is completed. This becomes more complicated when there are many
different teams involved because the dependencies cause work by some teams to be dependent on
other teams.

For example, the business process review, which involves lines of business, cannot occur
until the entire design is complete and development is reasonably confident of what they are
doing. Testing of a component cannot commence until the development of the component has
completed; whereas system testing of the entire platform can start only after all components are
ready.

There can also be many dependencies within the development cycle itself. Perhaps work on
changes to the back-end order management system cannot start until the design of the platform’s
order capture is completed. Testing of the process to transition existing sites to the new platform
can start only after the testing of the creation and operation of new sites has shown the platform to
be stable.

Although it is probably impossible to capture every dependency, the project plan must doc-
ument the major interdependencies that occur between the major teams involved in the project.
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The main reason to include
assumptions in the project plan is
for future reference. If later
requirements change, or a plan
change is necessary, it will be
possible to understand the rea-
soning behind the key decisions
in the original plan.

Risks must be documented so
that if plans change, the same
risks are not overlooked when
the plan is revised.
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These dependencies will be necessary to build the schedule, which must make sure that different
teams do not need to wait for each other but that every team has enough work to do while a
dependent item is completed by other teams.

Resources
A project requires many types of resources. Certainly the most obvious are human resources,
which are all the people necessary for the project to be completed.

It is important for the project plan to not simply list numbers of people but to specify the
kinds of skills that will be necessary, whether these are technical skills, business skills, or man-
agement skills. For example, based on the selected software, the project might require experience
with specific applications, databases, or operating systems. There might be a need for familiarity
with the company’s internal business processes or knowledge of the company’s back-end order
management system.

The project plan must therefore list the required skills and the number of people necessary
with each skill. There should also a clarification on when each skill is needed. It is too expensive
to keep resources idle; therefore, the plan must specify the time frame of each type of skills. Usu-
ally there is a period resource ramp-up in which people are brought to the project gradually as it
grows, starting with only a few developers and expanding to a large multiteam effort. Similarly, at
the end of the project, there is a ramp-down in which people are gradually released to other work.

Many other resources are needed to develop a commerce platform. For example, there
would be the need for software, hardware, and network installations. You might need meeting
space, and in many cases, a significant amount of travel is required.

All these needs for resources carry a cost behind them, and the cost must be anticipated
within the project plan. Therefore, all such resource requirements and their cost must be quanti-
fied in the plan. 

Checkpoints
For the project to be successful, you need to plan it around a series of checkpoints. Within the
project lifecycle, each checkpoint must be treated as a deliverable that is due on a particular date.

A checkpoint must not be treated as merely a review of the state of the project. Rather, a
checkpoint should be treated more like a gate; in other words, until the checkpoint is achieved,
important activities within the project will be delayed.

For example, it is not unusual for development to start before the complete architecture is
ready. This is because often it takes a long time to put finishing touches on the detailed architec-
ture, and it is unreasonable to hold up development until every aspect of the architecture is fully
specified and approved. Development therefore can proceed based on those aspects of architec-
ture that are sufficiently understood early on. 

However, if project development is almost finished and architecture is still not completed,
this is an indication of serious problems in the project lifecycle. A large project to create a 
shared platform to be used by many divisions within the company requires close attention in its

228 Chapter 12 Planning for Success

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

architecture. If the architecture is still not in place late in the cycle, most likely development has
lost direction. Hence, the most obvious consequence of missing the “architecture ready” check-
point is that the development effort will probably be late. Furthermore, it is likely that the plat-
form under construction will miss some important requirements because there is no evidence to
show that the architecture is capable of the company’s needs. In the worst case, it might turn out
that the development effort has run into serious technical problems that the designers are unable
to resolve, and this can lead to the failure of the entire project. 

We thus see that a checkpoint must be treated both as a gate into subsequent activities and
also as an indicator of the health of the project. Project management must be responsible to
ensure that these checkpoints are met on schedule, and if not, they must be prepared to escalate
the issue to the executive sponsor of the platform, and if necessary, to the steering committee.

We describe here some examples of key events that
can be tracked during the lifetime of the project. In some
cases, some of these checkpoints can occur in a different
order than we present here, and also other checkpoints
could also exist in addition to the ones we show here.
However, most of the checkpoints are typical of the cycle
of developing a multisite commerce platform and rolling out new sites.

Approval to Investigate
At the earliest stage in the company’s path to a new commerce platform, there is no agreement
about what the platform should look like and certainly no plan for it exists. All that has occurred
is that the company has decided to spend some resources, and some money, to investigate the
need for the platform and to look at possible ways of developing it.

To investigate this matter, the company might appoint a business analyst to study prelimi-
nary requirements or hire a consultant. It is a good idea to also involve a solution architect, who
can assess the feasibility of various key ideas for the platform and suggest key architectural
approaches that should be looked at.

The investigation would include looking into the various vendors who sell products that the
platform would use and services providers who can help implement the platform. Part of the
investigation might also include commissioning a prototype to see what the platform would look
like. 

The investigation effort itself can be quite expensive and consume a lot of resources. Even
if the company hires third-party consultants to conduct the negotiation, it will also need to com-
mit the time of several key business managers to help with understanding the company’s plans
and requirements. 

For the investigation to be successful, it needs to be guided by the company’s business
goals and future plans. For this reason, the approval to investigate also needs to include the
appointment of an executive sponsor. The sponsor sets the key business objectives that guide the
investigation and the development of a prototype.
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A checkpoint must be treated
both as a gate into subsequent
activities and also as an indicator
of the health of the project.
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What we see is that the investigation into whether a
company needs a new commerce platform is usually not a
simple matter. It might cost a significant amount of money
and take up a fair amount of time from the key people
responsible for running the business. For this reason, the
investigation cannot take place without executive
approval. Only after this approval is granted should the
company start spending money and effort to look into the
possibility of a new platform.

Approval of Project
After the investigation is completed, the company executives can be given much more informa-
tion about this proposed project. They can look at the business goals, high-level estimates of costs
and revenues, which sites are to be build, and key measurements of success. If a prototype was
commissioned, they would also view the prototype and get a much clearer understanding about
the capabilities of the proposed platform.

With this information, the executives can decide whether they are fundamentally interested
in this project, given the shape it is taking based on the preliminary investigation. If they are

happy with the proposal and with the prototype, they can
approve the project in principle, allowing expending more
money and more resources to collect requirements and to
create a detailed project plan.

The decision to approve the project is made by the
company’s senior executives. Part of the approval includes
the appointment of a steering committee to look after the
project’s priorities. 

Requirements Ready
The gathering of requirements might take quite a long time because it involves collaboration with
many of the company’s departments and divisions. Realistically, requirements for such a large
project can never be complete because there will always be new ideas coming forward from lines
of business or from the technical team. However, at some point, the business analysts and the
technical leaders must make a decision that the requirements are sufficiently complete and stable
so that they can proceed with detailed design and development. 

Frequently the key lines of business involved in the
project are asked to sign off on the requirements. This sig-
nature indicates their approval that there is enough infor-
mation captured for development to proceed and that the
commerce platform built in accordance with these require-

ments fulfill their needs and is useful to the business.
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Approval to investigate includes
the appointment of an executive
sponsor.

The investigation includes setting
of business objectives, uncover-
ing the key requirements, looking
at possible implementation
approaches, and possibly creat-
ing a prototype. 

Project approval includes the
appointment of an executive
steering committee and the con-
firmation of the executive spon-
sor to oversee and guide the

Lines of business must sign off
on the requirements for their
sites or their administration tools. 
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Approval of Plan
The plan contains all the information that we described here, such as the deliverables, resource
requirements, and detailed estimates of cost. It also contains the schedules for all subsequent
checkpoints and deliverables that are part of the project.

Architecture Ready
Another checkpoint is needed to ensure that the architecture of the new platform is completed.
With this checkpoint, the technical team provides assurance to the management that in their
expert judgment, the proposed architecture fulfills the needs of the approved requirements.

Development Finished
The development cycle might be complex and consist of many checkpoints of its own; for
example, completion of specific components or successful exit from various phases of testing. It
is a good idea to include a series of demos throughout the development period. A demo would
show some specific aspects of the platform that have already been completed.

These demos give the company executives and business managers an opportunity to exam-
ine what is being developed and to give feedback. They are also a good way to monitor the
progress of development and to see that it is going on schedule.

At some point, there will be a big checkpoint that indicates that all development and testing
of the platform is completed and that it is now possible to try to deploy the new platform. This is
the “go-or-no-go” decision that occurs before launch. Based on the description of the completed
deliverables, the company must make the final decision to proceed with the deployment of the
platform and of the first sites.

Deployment of the First Sites
Depending on the situation, the first sites to use the new platform might be truly new sites that the
company has never had in the past, or they might be existing sites that are transitioned to the new
platform. In either case, the creation of a new site and the migration of existing sites might be a
fairly complex operation for several reasons.

First, before the first sites are created, the platform must be deployed. This means that the
necessary hardware is set up, the software is installed and configured, and both the quality assur-
ance and the production environments are up and running. 

Preparation for site deployment is not only a technical procedure, but it includes business
related activities as well. For example, the company must prepare for the transition by training
the administrators and the support staff and issuing business process directives. Often the com-
pany also needs to prepare and issue explanations of the transition and even training materials for
customers of the sites. 

After the platform is deployed, the first sites can be created. Up to this point, the develop-
ment effort has not affected customers because either this site never existed before, or customers
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were using this site on a different platform. However, from this point on, the platform’s operation
becomes critical because the operation of the sites depends on it. Probably the most typical obsta-
cle is that the platform cannot handle the load of customers. For example, it might take too long to
place an order or catalog browsing might be too slow.

Therefore, it is important for the company to assemble a trained technical team of experts
who can be available if any problems arise.

Examples of skills required are specialists in system
performance, security, the underlying operating systems,
databases, and the specific application software used.
Essentially, it is necessary to have experts available who
are familiar with every aspect of the system and who can
make necessary fixes rapidly if necessary.

Rollout of Subsequent Sites
After the first sites are successfully deployed, the company can start creating additional sites
based on the platform. This effort involves site planning and the appropriate lines of business.
Depending on the capabilities included in the platform, it might also require the involvement of
IT personnel to help with planning the new sites or with the actual deployments.

Subsequent Versions of Platform
We have mentioned that it is never possible to satisfy every requirement that is brought forward,
and therefore some important requirements might be left out in the development effort. Further-
more, some requirements might not even be known initially and only come to light after the plat-
form has been up and running for several weeks or months.

Such new functionality might enhance the customer experience, for example, by providing
better search or better order tracking capabilities. New requirements can also be raised by line of
business in which they need better tools to administer orders or to create new sites. Finally, new
requirements might be the result of the need to create future sites with capabilities that the current
version of the platform does not have.

In all these cases, these additional requirements
must be accumulated, and they form the basis of the plan
for subsequent versions of the platform. The next version
is meant to continue supporting all the existing sites and
also to provide additional functionality that does not yet
exist.

Development of each new version is a new project in
itself, with its own plan that includes all the elements and

all the checkpoints that we have outlined here. However, because the platform is now the basis of
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The deployment of the first sites
on the platform must be carefully
staged. At this time the key tech-
nical personnel must be available
to supervise the deployment, and
to take action if problems arise.

The requirements for subsequent
versions of the platform include
new requirements necessary for
future sites. Future versions are
also an opportunity to accommo-
date requirements that were
rejected in previous phases. 

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

the company’s sites, each new version of it hopefully does not require as much investigation and
prototyping. Instead, development can proceed in a more predictable manner, where at least the
need of the platform is no longer a subject of dispute.

Resilience of Plan
As the development plan for a new commerce platform is executed, there might be obstacles
encountered that upset the predictions in the plan. One typical obstacle is new or changing
requirements. As the lines of business learn more and focus more on the upcoming changes to the
commerce sites, they might start coming up with new requirements that had not been mentioned
originally. 

Example of Unexpected Requirement
In one project, customer service managers looked at the order display screens and started
complaining vociferously that the order display should also show any items that have been
returned from the order. 

This had never been mentioned during initial requirements gathering; however, the line of
business managers made it clear that without this capability, they could not switch the cus-
tomer service representative to the new order management system. 

The project managers had no choice but to accommodate the requirement. 

Pressure might be put on the plan by many other factors, such as late delivery of key com-
ponents, defects in vendor software, or initial mistakes in design or in the estimation of effort.
Probably the most unpleasant causes of schedule slippage are due to personnel issues. These can
be situations in which team members do not work well with each other, or within the company
culture, or in some cases they might deliver components full of errors due to misunderstandings
or because of sheer incompetence. 

In the best case, these and other obstacles result in situations where the delivery of the new
platform is delayed. In the worst case, the delay in development, the change in resource alloca-
tions, or the company reorganization might result in the whole project being canceled.

To deal with such unexpected situations, a good plan must have built-in resilience so that
the project can still succeed even in the presence of obstacles. Ideally, for example, even if new
requirements are added, or if some components are completed late, the final delivery date is still
met, or at least the delay is minor. 

We describe some of the typical techniques to make the project plan resilient for these typ-
ical obstacles encountered when creating a shared commerce platform for a company.
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Plan Buffer
One way to help mitigate the impact of schedule slippage is to include a buffer in the schedule.
That is, when allocating time for an activity, give it more time than the designers and developers
asked for. Each project manager has his own rules of thumb in this regard—some give 50 percent
more time than originally estimated, whereas other go as high as 100 percent more time.

With this extra buffer, there is room for error, and if developers do end up taking more time
than estimated, this will not necessarily delay the entire schedule. The buffer might even allow
containing a few small requirement changes within plan, or at least the delay might be less than
you would expect.

The concept of including a buffer in computer-related projects is as old as the industry. It is
interesting that such development projects rarely complete ahead of schedule; most of the time,
they are either late or, at best, on time. In other words, you should not think that this buffer is
unnecessary. Despite their best efforts, computer engineers have never learned to to predict the
exact amount of time it takes to develop a component, and the buffer should be treated as a neces-
sary part of the estimate. 

Prioritized Requirements
Sometimes, even a small delay in delivery of the commerce platform is unacceptable to the com-
pany. For example, it might be necessary to deploy new sites in time for a holiday season. Gener-
ally, in North America, it is not a good idea to launch a retail site between September and January
to allow a little time to work out any problems before the heavy shopping load starts in October
and November.

Another restriction can be due to the company’s financial or legal obligations. Perhaps the
new platform will replace sites that are currently outsourced with a third party. If the platform is
late, the company needs to renew and renegotiate the outsourcing contract, which can cost a great
deal of money. Therefore, even a small delay in the launch of the sites would be completely
unacceptable.

When delivery dates cannot be moved, and yet the development effort is clearly behind
schedule, the only option left is to somehow cut down on the amount of work that needs to be
done. In other words, the project must reduce the deliverables so that less functionality needs to
be built. 

Example of Reducing Functionality
A company wanted to create a new commerce platform for sites for its business and govern-
ment customers. The development effort lasted for one year but seemed nowhere close to
completion, with the development team running into endless technical problems.

Originally, the customers were supposed to view the products, order them, and check order
status. To roll out its site on schedule, the company made a decision to radically reduce the
capabilities of the site. Looking at the problems, the company realized that the technical 
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difficulties were in the integration of the ordering capabilities with the rest of the company’s
systems.

The company carefully considered its business and decided that fundamentally its most
important requirement is to allow customers to obtain detailed up-to-date information
about its products. Placing online orders was not deemed immediately critical to the com-
pany’s business, even though it would definitely provide improved service to the customers.

Therefore, the company made the decision to cut back online self-service orders from the
platform’s capabilities, at least in the first release. The company would release its business
portal with only the online catalog, and customers would continue to use the call center to
place orders. 

This decision fundamentally reduced the complexity of the project, and the company rolled
out its new site on schedule.

The preceding example shows a truly radical reduction in capabilities because normally
ordering is the essence of a commerce site. However, when making business decisions, you must
always keep an open mind, and in this particular case, such a radical decision allowed the com-
pany to retain most of the anticipated benefits of its online site, while staying on schedule. More
typically, however, the functionality that is cut would be more marginal in nature and would not
fundamentally alter the nature of the site. 

It is a good idea that early in the process, as the requirements are gathered, they are also cat-
egorized as being high, medium, or low priority. This way, if it becomes necessary later to
remove functionality from the sites, the management team can easily find the lower priority
requirements and take them out of the deliverable.

Table 12.2 shows several requirements for shopping-cart management.

Table 12.2 Requirement Prioritization

Current 
Planned Progress
Effort (Percentage of 

Requirement Requirement (Person Completion of 
Number Description Priority Days) Development)

1 Adding items and removing High 30 100%
them from cart

2 Saving multiple shopping carts Medium 30 0%
with customer profile for future 
use by the customer

3 Automatic removal of old shopping Low 20 95%
carts after 90 days of nonuse

Resilience of Plan 235

continues

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

236 Chapter 12 Planning for Success

Table 12.2 Requirement Prioritization (continued)

Current 
Planned Progress
Effort (Percentage of 

Requirement Requirement (Person Completion of 
Number Description Priority Days) Development)

4 Automatic e-mail notification to Low 40 10%
customers if prices on items in 
saved carts are reduced by 10% 
or more

5 Sharing shopping carts with friends Low 30 100%

6 Display of active shopping cart Medium 20 80%
on welcome page

In this instance, if the planned delivery date is threatened, it would probably make sense to
remove the requirement of automatically sending e-mail notifications when prices on items in the
carts drop. This is only a low-priority requirement, and the work on it has just started. On the
other hand, automatically removing old shopping carts is also a low priority, but the work is
almost finished, so it might make more sense to leave this capability in the system. Instead, man-

agement might actually decide to cut the requirement of
multiple shopping carts. Even though this requirement is
medium priority, the work on it has not started and remov-
ing it would save a large amount of effort. 

In reality, of course, project management must con-
sider not only how much of the task is completed and the
effort saved if it is cancelled, but other factors as well. For
example, they must look at whether other important
requirements depend on this line item, and whether this
line item can be eliminated without affecting any other
work. All these considerations must be clearly spelled out
so that the prioritization process is inherently objective
and is not subject to endless disputes.

Early Delivery
There is a big difference to a company between a commerce platform that is under development
and a commerce platform that is already used for at least one or two sites. When the commerce
platform is not used, killing it is simply a matter of corporate politics. That is, if executives
change their priorities, they could stop the development effort and continue running the com-
pany’s commerce business unchanged from the way it was before.

If the delivery date is threatened,
and if there is insufficient buffer
to contain new requirements, the
only way to stay on schedule is to
reduce functionality.

The requirements of the com-
merce platform must be priori-
tized from the beginning. This
can help project management in
making decisions as to which
functionality to remove from the
plan.
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However, after a site starts being used by customers, it is much more difficult to kill the
commerce platform that the site is built on. After all, at this point, the business becomes depen-
dent on the site, and by extension on the platform. In fact, the more sites deployed on the plat-
form, and the more business these sites handle with customers, the more critical the platform
becomes to the company’s success.

Plan to deliver the first sites fairly quickly. The idea is to let as little time as possible elapse
between the point at which the decision to build the platform is made and the deployment of the
first site. During this development time, the entire project is the most vulnerable to changing
executive priorities, and it is a good idea to build a plan that minimizes this period.

The term “quickly” is obviously relative; for a large company, this can range from 6 months
to 2 years or more. However, generally it is inadvisable to build a plan where the first site is made
available to customers more than 1 1/2 years away.

Experience with numerous companies has shown that it is difficult to build a multisite com-
merce platform, even if only one site is deployed initially, in less than 1 year. As usual, it is the
exceptions that make the rule—you can probably find success stories where the first site is cre-
ated in less than 6 months, but for a large company, this would be rare. Typically, when a com-
merce site is deployed quickly, it cannot be used as a shared platform for other sites. Quick
delivery might be enticing to get short-term results, but the penalty is the cost escalation and man-
ageability issues that only a properly designed shared platform can solve.

If the company must wait 2 years or more for the first deployment, the executives are likely
to lose patience, or change their priorities, before even the first phase of the project is completed.
Two years is a long time in the world of business, and it feels even longer in the world of technol-
ogy. Therefore, a 2-year deployment plan, with no meas-
urable results in between, is risky in the corporate world. It
is generally better to deploy the first site early with
reduced functionality than to wait a long time until the
fully functional site is ready.

In practice, the period of 1 1/2 years is a typical ball-
park estimate for the first sites. Ideally however, the first
site should be made available within 1 year of the project
inception. This applies to most deployments for large
companies, and to both consumer-oriented and business-
oriented commerce sites.

Success Measurement
To demonstrate the benefits of the new platform, you need to develop a set of concrete metrics
that show the cost savings attributable to having a single platform from multiple sites. This way,
if an argument later arises as to whether the platform is successful and should be used for other
divisions in the company, the measurements can show the advantages of the platform. 
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While the commerce platform is
under development, it can be
easily canceled due to changing
executive priorities. Early deploy-
ment of the first sites ensures
that the platform becomes strate-
gic to the company and mini-
mizes the project’s vulnerability
to corporate politics.
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At the same time, after the shared commerce platform is proven to be truly successful in
achieving its goals to reduce cost and improve manageability of the company’s commerce sites,
other company divisions might be interested in moving their sites to this platform. This is natural
because in the end, every executive is interested in maximizing revenue and decreasing cost. If the
shared commerce platform can be shown to achieve these results, new executives cannot start creat-
ing one-off sites without having to answer many questions about the soundness of their judgment.

This is possible only if metrics are established from the beginning of the project and the
necessary data is collected. If the metrics are established only after the sites are deployed, it is dif-
ficult to collect the data necessary to determine success. 

For example, a reasonable metric can be the number of hours spent by the line of business
team to create a site, compared to the number of hours spent by the IT personnel. If this metric is
anticipated from the beginning, each involved employee will be told in advance to track the time

on the various activities associated with administering the
site and the overall platform. Therefore, it will be possible
to collect the employees’ time records and to produce the
reports necessary to determine the success of the com-
merce platform. 

If this metric is introduced later, after the new plat-
form has been created and has been operational for some
time, it will be impossible to determine the hours that went
into creating the first sites.

Plan for Subsequent Sites
Create a plan for rapid rollout of subsequent sites. With such a plan, even though only a few sites
will be initially deployed, the development team can be aware of which sites need to be looked at
later. This might accelerate delivery of subsequent sites because the designers would know the
features that would need to be accommodated. Even though these features necessary for later
sites need not be implemented for the moment, at least, the design of the platform will have
ensured that they can be added later.

A plan for rapid rollout of subsequent sites also ensures that the platform quickly gains
importance in the company infrastructure. The more sites created, and the more the company’s
business depends on the new shared platform, the more attention will be paid by company execu-
tives to this platform. The important thing is that once many sites are deployed on the cost-
effective shared platform with proven benefits, it becomes difficult for independent-minded
executives to push for creation of standalone sites for their pet projects. 
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The project plan must specify the
metrics that will be used to mea-
sure the success of the new
commerce platform and the sites
that use the platform. The line of
business and IT personnel must
be made aware of these metrics
so that these employees record
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Summary
The project plan for developing a shared commerce platform should have the following elements:

• Business goals

• Deliverables and success criteria

• Communications plan and communications map

• Assumptions and risks

• Dependencies

• Resources

• Schedules

Each of these elements is important and omitting them can cause the plan to be incomplete with
increased risk to the project’s success.

Following are a number of typical checkpoints in the project’s lifecycle that represent key
achievements:

• Approval to investigate

• Approval of project

• Approval of plan

• Requirements ready

• Architecture ready

• Development finished

• Deployment of first sites

• Rollout of subsequent sites

• Subsequent versions of platform

As the project is developed, it might run into obstacles, such as changes in requirements, late
delivery, or changing executive priorities. It is important to ensure that the project plan is resilient
so the project must be designed to withstand such obstacles and to adapt to necessary changes.
The techniques to make the project plan resilient include the following:

• Incorporating a buffer in the plan schedule

• Prioritizing the requirements to help decide which ones can be cut back if necessary

• Delivering the first sites early

• Measuring success of the sites and of the platform, using quantifiable metrics

• Planning for subsequent sites
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C H A P T E R 1 3

Dealing with the 
Unexpected

Key Concepts:

Build on a flexible and extensible software platform

Deliver the first sites quickly

Prepare for the unexpected

Monitor the project

We have seen that the creation of a shared platform used for all commerce sites of a large com-
pany is a monumental task. There are numerous things that can go wrong during the lifetime of
the project. Here is an example.

Example of Project Failure Due to Unforeseen Requirements
One Canadian company, when building its commerce platform, ran into problems half a
year into the development cycle. At that time, the lines of business managers from the com-
pany’s call center and customer support departments finally started looking at the platform
under development, and they found several issues that had never been raised when initial
requirements were gathered. 

The biggest issue was that they did not like the user interface of the administrative screens
that would be used by sales and customer service representatives. In their opinion, these
employees would have to spend too much time on each customer and on each order. The
lines of business raised their issue with the executive sponsoring the project, and a request
was made to redesign some of the screens to better suit the needs of the lines of business. 

Naturally, so late in the cycle, a change like this would cause the project to be delayed by 
3 to 6 months, which meant that the new commerce platform would not be ready in time for

continues
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the winter holiday season. In the world of retail, a delay like this is serious—expenses and 
revenues are booked for each year, and moving the deployment of the new site into the next
year would mean reopening the company’s plans.

Unable to pacify the lines of business, the executives simply canceled the project and wrote
off all the expenses associated with it.

What we see in this example is that executive patience can be thin in the face of problems
that affect profit or loss. At the same time, it seems silly that the company came within a few
months of getting the commerce platform that they had wanted for years, only to cancel it
because of short-term expediency.

The lesson to be learned is that the project team must anticipate unexpected problems so
that they can deal with them, even if they are perceived to be serious. If the problems are not dealt
with effectively, their accumulation can cause the cancellation of the entire project. This can hap-
pen even if in reality the project team feels that the issues are not so serious that they cannot be
remedied with a reasonably small expenditure of time and money. Perceptions matter, and when
the company executives have a perception that the project is mired in problems, they will start
looking for other ways to achieve their business goals.

Let’s now list a few of the possible mishaps that can happen on the way to a successful
deployment of a commerce platform, summarize possible causes of the issues, and suggest ways
to prevent or address them.

Company Reorganization
Reorganizations can shake up the foundation of a company. Such reorganizations can happen for
any number of reasons, such as cost cutting, company expansion, acquisitions, or sale or spinning
off of divisions. In other cases, new executives might take over, for whom a new common com-
merce platform is not a high priority, and who question the need for the entire project. With reor-
ganizations, lines of business might be merged, eliminated, or transformed to the point where the
business priorities are unrecognizable.

For a shared commerce platform, reorganizations can create several different obstacles.
One possibility is that the line of business that was going to be the first user of the new platform
might be spun off or merged with another larger division that is not nearly as interested in the new
platform. Another situation can be that even if the lines of business are still fundamentally inter-
ested in the concept of a shared commerce platform, their immediate focus has shifted from this
platform to other matters. 
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Example of a Company Reorganization Affecting Commerce 
Platform Development
A U.S.-based equipment manufacturer was well on its way to developing a commerce 
platform when it merged with a European-based company. The new European parent com-
pany management quickly decided that the U.S.-based IT department would be best posi-
tioned to take care of the company’s commerce needs. However, even though the IT group
survived the merger largely intact, it took years to sort out the responsibilities within the
joint company, and then even longer to understand the overall business and its require-
ments. Therefore, the commerce project ended up on hold for several years, and all the ini-
tial work done before the merger was largely discarded, being out of date and with no staff
left to support it.

Reorganizations cannot be foreseen or avoided in the life of a corporation. Achieving rapid
results and the ability to measure success in the short term are the best insurances of a commerce
project in the face of unexpected corporate reorganizations. After the first few sites are deployed
and are relying on the new platform, chances are better that the new platform will continue to be
used for subsequent sites, no matter what the impact of the
reorganization is. This is, of course, only true if the suc-
cess of the new platform can be demonstrated based on the
business and technical performance of the first several
sites.

The project plan must ensure that the first deploy-
ment of a site on the new platform occurs reasonably soon
after development starts. Ideally, the first deployment
should take place within 1 year. On the other hand, if the
first deployment is planned after 2 years, chances are high
that the company might look so different at that time that
the new platform’s usefulness might be questioned, even if
development is successful.

Vendor Problems
A company that is developing its commerce platform typically must deal with a multitude of var-
ious vendors. To build the platform, the company needs to acquire software that serves as the
basis for the development effort and the hardware that the platform operates on. There might also
be a need to hire consultants and implementers who can customize the software to the company’s
needs, install it, and set up the company’s data. Another external vendor might provide the service
to host the commerce platform, and in some cases even to outsource some of the operations.
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Company reorganizations can
completely change the structure
of a company and can undermine
the argument for a shared plat-
form.

The best ways to increase the
chances of withstanding any pos-
sible reorganization are to plan
for quick deployment of the first
sites and to prove the success of
the first sites through objective
measurements.
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If the development effort runs into difficulties, the root of the problem might lie with either
the software purchased from an external vendor or with the services that are provided. For
example, perhaps one of the software packages has too many defects or perhaps does not have
sufficient functionality and is inappropriate for the company’s needs

Another possibility is that the problem lies with consultants that implement the platform
because they did not properly understand the company’s requirements, or they implemented
requirements that are not important, causing endless delays.

Example of a Vendor Problem
A company faced multiple delays in developing their commerce platform, to the point that
the delivery date had already been moved twice. The main symptom was that new require-
ments kept coming in from the lines of business, and for each requirement, the platform’s
cost would increase and the scheduled would be delayed.

The company considered the situation carefully and decided that there could be two pos-
sible explanations:

1. The chosen application software was not appropriate for the project, and the require-
ments were too difficult to implement.

2. The consultants were not doing a good enough job implementing the project. Rather
than simply accepting each requirement, they should also provide their own input on
whether it is possible to avoid it through adjusting business processes, or perhaps imple-
ment it in a cheaper and more creative way.

If (1) was the problem, to correct it the company would have to start searching for a new
software vendor. This would also mean that the entire project would likely need to start
from the beginning, losing more than a year of development time.

If (2) was the problem, to correct it the company would need to find new consultants and
transfer the work to them. The transition to a new development team would likely cause
some delay, but most of the work done up to date would be reused, and the overall design
would be preserved. 

After analyzing the situation, the company decided to fire the consultants but to keep the
software vendor. They hired a new consulting firm that had more experience with the par-
ticular software package and also had more experience with large commerce sites. With the
new consultants, the project was successful, and the new multisite commerce platform was
launched, in spite of previous delays.

This example shows how identifying vendor problems is a difficult task and presents a
complex dilemma. Clearly when the project is well under way, option (2) is the preferred option.
It is certainly easier to hire a new consultant or new staff than to go back to i one looking for
a new software vendor.
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At the same time, one has to be careful that with the new consultants, the project does have
a chance at succeeding. If the software is inappropriate to the company’s needs, hiring new con-
sultants will only make matters worse because the company will end up wasting more time and
money on a project doomed to eventually fail.

You need to ensure that the selected software vendor is the right one and does not need to
be replaced further down the road. The company must invest all the necessary time and resource
in selecting the software vendors because this initial decision is so critical to the project’s
success.

Not only the functionality and quality of the software needs to be looked at, but also the
relationship that can be established with the vendor. If any issues arise, the software maker needs
to be consulted to resolve them in a speedy manner. Part of the process of vendor selection is to
make sure that the vendor is capable of, and has a reputation for, providing good service and rapid
problem resolution. In some cases, the vendor must even agree to incorporate some new features
into their product, which are necessary for the company, and are deemed to be useful for the prod-
uct’s other customers.

The relationship with the vendor is critical to the success of the project. Project manage-
ment must monitor this relationship carefully and raise an alarm if it is felt that the relationship is
not working. For example, if the vendor is unresponsive to
questions or unwilling to provide fixes, project manage-
ment should raise an alarm. Similarly, management
should be concerned if it is felt that the software is unreli-
able with too many defects, or that working with the soft-
ware is too expensive and too complicated, with too many
unreasonable limitations that impede the ability to imple-
ment key requirements.

Such concerns are serious, and in the most extreme
cases could be a sufficient reason to interrupt the project
and restart it by looking for a new software vendor. How-
ever, before taking such a drastic step, the management
must carefully examine why the software was selected in
the first place; that is, what caused the error in judgment?
The purpose is not necessarily to lay blame for failure but
to ensure that next time around, the same error is not
repeated.

Example of Problematic Vendor Selection Process
One company tried to rebuild its commerce platform no less than three times. On the fourth
try, it ran into a familiar set of difficulties and complaints that requirements from lines of
business were not implemented. Eventually, it canceled this latest attempt and the company
was set back by at least another year in its quest for a new commerce system. 
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You must distinguish between
problems with software pur-
chased as the basis of the new
platform, and problems with the
consultants hired to help imple-
ment the platform. Changing the
underlying software is a drastic
step that can set the project back
to the beginning. 

Vendor relationship is critical to
the success of the project. In
some cases, when problems
arise, vendors might be willing to
cooperate by building missing
features into their product, or by
providing rapid fixes to problems
that hold up development.
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In such a situation, you should be suspicious of the health of the company’s decision mak-
ing. If the company repeatedly fires its vendors, perhaps is selection process is flawed. Canceling
a project is a drastic step and should not be taken lightly. In some cases, even if it is felt that the
vendor’s software or services are imperfect, the best decision is to proceed anyway, provided that
there is a clear plan to achieve success, even with some delays or cost overruns.

Personnel Issues
A critical impediment to the success of the project can be related to the people that develop the
shared commerce platform. Technical leaders and project managers must monitor and be aware
of the capabilities of the personnel involved in developing the commerce platform. In some cases,
project delay is not due to defects in software but is simply a result of poorly trained or inappro-
priate personnel. 

Example of a Personnel Competence Issue
One company was developing call center software and found the project hopelessly behind
schedule. The project managers were trying to rebuild the plan to include additional time,
but they were also wary that it was not clear what had caused the delay in the first place and
were not sure how much extra time was needed.

The project was developed in multiple locations, and the team of developers responsible for
the user interface was remote from the main core of developers dealing with the larger sys-
tem.

Eventually the management decided that this remote team had little chance to succeed no
matter what delay was added to the schedule. Although the developers all had good
resumes as programmers and designers in general, none of them had any experience with
the company’s commerce software, and also most of them had never worked on a large scale
system.

Therefore, the decision was taken to disband the remote group and to transfer the work to
other locations in the company. After studying the situation, the new designers assigned to
the work recommended that much of the original design needed to be abandoned, and
hence the project would experience a delay of one year. 

The management decided to proceed with this proposal, and with the new implementation
team, the project successfully completed in accordance with the revised schedule.

Such personnel decisions are extremely difficult to make, and they can be both costly and
dangerous. The most difficult part is to notice the issue before it causes unavoidable delays in the
project schedule.
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Detection of Personnel Issues
One technique to help detect personnel issues early is through good project management. The
development plan must include sufficient checkpoints, both for each person participating in the
project and for each team. Project managers must then track the plan closely and take note of any
slippages that occur, particularly if the same person or the same team consistently fails to deliver
their commitments on time.

However, project management alone is not sufficient to notice personnel incompetence. In
a highly technical project, individual employees and even team leaders and development man-
agers can become creative in giving what seems like reasonable explanations for their delays.
After all, nobody wants to carry blame for failure, and it is natural for people to try to find ways to
avoid being the focus of the “blame game.” For example, programmers could suggest that the real
reason for delay is incomplete requirements coming from lines of business, or that they need bet-
ter development software to work with. In the worst cases, a programmer or even a team might
claim to have met the deadline, even though what was actually delivered does not work or has not
been properly tested.

Therefore, project management needs to evaluate the quality of the deliverables to see
whether the claimed progress is real or fabricated. Project management must also judge any sug-
gested reasons for delays and have the ability to come to its own conclusions as to how reason-
able the rate of progress is.

Such insight into the development effort by project management is not easy to achieve.
Even though project managers do have a high level understanding of what is being done, funda-
mentally the discipline of project management does not involve deep technical skills. Most often,
project managers are not familiar with technical details of design and have no skills to understand
the quality of delivered software. 

Therefore, management must rely on the strong opinions and advice of the technical lead-
ers that are charged with overseeing the project. The key architects and team leaders are key to
uncovering issues with the competence of the development personnel. These people have a
responsibility to not only prepare the overall architecture and design, but also to give advice to
the implementers, and to review the detailed designs and implementation with each development
team.

It is in these technical interactions, namely design
discussions, and design and code reviews, where the team
leaders can truly appreciate the competence of their devel-
opers. Similarly, it is within the design discussions and
design reviews where the architects can judge the compe-
tence of the teams that are charged with the task of imple-
menting the project.
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Some problems with project
progress can be detected by
monitoring the progress of the
schedule. In addition, project
managers need the input of tech-
nical leaders to uncover technical
failures.
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Conduct of Competence Evaluation
The evaluation of personnel competence cannot be treated as something that happens by itself,
but rather it should be done systematically over the course of the project. Certainly this process
must be done discreetly; ideally it should be done in one-on-one sessions. For example, the chief
architect of the project should schedule time to interview the key leaders and to get their input, in

addition to gathering his own impressions. Similarly, the
senior project manager should conduct such one-on-one
interviews with the architects and the senior team leaders
to gain an appreciation of how well the project is proceed-
ing in their view.

If such assessments as to the competence of the
team are done both during the design and implementation
phases of the project, the likelihood of incompetence
being unnoticed will be significantly reduced. If problems
are discovered, they can be corrected in a timely manner,
using such well-known techniques as establishing mentor-
ship relationships, additional training, reassignment of
work, or even by replacing some of the personnel.

Requirements Flux
We have already discussed how a company must collect the requirements for the commerce plat-
form and the sites that are to be deployed on it. However, even with the best efforts by the busi-
ness managers, analysts, and technical designers, it is common that requirements do change
unexpectedly. If not anticipated and planned for, these changes can cause serious delays and cost
overruns with the project. 

There are two classes of reasons why requirements tend to change during the project’s life-
time:

1. Unforeseen requirements

2. Requirement changes

It is necessary to prepare for each of these types of requirement changes and to take measures at
the outset of the project to ensure that any additional work, or rework, is minimized.

Unforeseen Requirements
Even with the most comprehensive requirements gathering effort, some important requirements
might be missed. This could be because the corresponding line of business did not pay enough
attention to the project of developing a new commerce platform during the early stages of devel-
opment. Another possibility is that the company has been reorganized, or perhaps the business
situation has changed and a new requirement has emerged due to the new business reality.
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The complex project of building a
multisite platform is only possible
if it is worked on by competent
implementation teams. It is there-
fore important to regularly assess
the ability of the teams to deliver
their line items on schedule.

Team competence assessments
must be done discreetly by the
senior architects and project
managers to avoid affecting
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Finally, this could simply be a mistake by the business analysts who omitted or forgot to detail
important requirements. 

Avoiding such surprises is not always possible. For example, if the new requirement has to
do with supporting a new line of products that are introduced while the project is developed, it is
unlikely that it was possible to fully predict the requirements during the early stages of the
project, many months earlier. 

Similarly, omissions on behalf of the business analysts who are tasked with gathering
requirements is something that is hard to discover. It is generally much easier to find mistakes in
what has been written down than to find what is missing in the first place. Therefore, such omis-
sions do take place, and the project must be prepared to handle them. 

To minimize the impact of unforeseen new requirements, there are several strategies to
follow:

1. Anticipate new requirements wherever possible.

2. Design the new platform in a flexible manner so that new requirements are not hard to
accommodate.

3. Plan for new requirements by building a buffer into project schedule.

Anticipation of new requirements means that the business analysts must not only look at the busi-
ness in its current state, but also understand where the business is going in the next 3 to 5 years.
They must ask questions such as what kinds of new products is the business looking to introduce?
Is there a desire to conduct new kinds of marketing campaigns that are impossible today? Are
there plans or at least a desire to expand to new market segments or to new geographies? Are
there new business rules that should be anticipated because of changes in the legal environment,
such new privacy rules or new payment rules?

The requirements must be classified into current requirements and anticipated possible
requirements. The anticipated requirements must be presented to the designers of the project so
that they can plan for them. 

With a good design, it might be possible to add some minimal infrastructure with little cost
so that if the anticipated requirement does materialize, implementing it does not require major
surgery to the project but is a well-understood and reasonably contained effort. 

Requirement Changes
A requirement change can occur if originally the business analysts misunderstood the require-
ment or described it in an incorrect manner. In some cases, changes can happen if the business
transforms during the course of the project; for example, if payment processing needs to be done
in a new way because of new credit card rules, or because the company started using a new pay-
ment processor.

Another situation that is similar to requirement change is technical errors by implementers
of the project. The project designers and developers might misunderstand the requirement and
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implement it in a way that does not fit the business needs. In this case, the implementation must
be changed, and the resultant effort is similar to a requirement change.

To minimize the impact of requirement changes, ensure that the new commerce platform is
based on flexible and proven software that has been successfully used in many different business
situations. Such a track record is evidence that the software is flexible enough to accommodate
changing business needs and can fulfill requirements in different ways.

To avoid misunderstandings of requirements, or at least to detect such problems early on, the
most important technique is to conduct detailed requirements reviews at several stages in the project
lifecycle. The first stage is before development starts, where each line of business must review the
requirements relevant to them and to sign off that they are satisfied with what is being built. 

Conduct a second review after the platform is
designed to make sure that what is being built corre-
sponds to the business needs. One technique is to review
the business processes for each role involved in operat-
ing the site. This review must necessarily involve many
different parties: the technical architects who under-
stand the workings of the technology behind the new
commerce sites; the line of business managers who
understand their tasks and their business processes; and
project managers who manage the development of the
commerce platform.

This second review provides a forum where the
business managers begin to understand in detail the
capabilites and can determine whether anything is lack-
ing in the new platform. Similarly, the technical design-
ers can appreciate the challenges of the business and the
finer points of the requirements. The result of the review
is a list of changes that are deemed necessary—that is,
corrections to the original requirements based on new
understanding from both the business and technical

communities. This process allows the necessary changes to be discovered early enough in the
development cycle so that they can be accommodated with minimal impact on the plan.

Summary
We have enumerated a number of common situations that lead to delays or cancellation of the
development of a new commerce platform. These reasons can all be serious, and there are specific
techniques to deal with each kind of a situation. 

Table 13.1 shows the major reasons for unexpected delays, and a few possible ways to pre-
pare for or deal with the issues.
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As the project progresses, there
can be both changes in known
requirements and the addition of
new previously unknown require-
ments. A good project plan includes
a buffer to deal with such unex-
pected changes. 

The plan must try to anticipate
change by being aware of company
trends and strategy and making
sure that the architecture is ready
for upcoming requirements.

Requirement and business process
reviews must be conducted early
enough in the development cycle
so that the lines of business are
aware of the capabilities of the new
platform and so that any necessary
corrections to the requirements can
be made early.
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Table 13.1 Causes of Unexpected Delays

Reason for Delay Ways to Address the Issue

Reorganization Plan for quick deployment.
Measure success through objective and agreed upon measurements.

Vendor problems Determine whether the chosen application is appropriate. If it requires exces-
sive customization or implementing each requirement is difficult, it might be
best to select a different vendor. However, choosing a new vendor sets the
project back to beginning.
Hiring a new implementer might be easier than changing vendor, but you 
must make sure that this will fix the problem. 
Maintain an ongoing relationship with the vendor.

Personnel issues Can be detected by monitoring planned deliverables.
Technical leaders need to provide evaluation as to the competency of the 
team.

Requirement changes Build a buffer into plan.
Anticipate future requirements by a flexible design.
Conduct requirement and business process reviews sufficiently early so that 
there is a chance to accommodate necessary changes.

Perhaps both the most obvious and the least obvious advice is to not give up too easily. Even in
the face of mounting delays or political obstacles, canceling the project is a last resort. If success-
ful, a common commerce platform can bring enormous benefits to a company, both reducing the
costs of multiple sites and increasing the ability to manage the sites. These benefits must always
be kept in mind, even if difficulties arise. If problems arise, management must consider the mag-
nitude and seriousness of difficulties against the huge benefits of a shared commerce platform.
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PART III

Technical 
Considerations for
Efficient Multisite
Commerce

Objective
Part III studies the typical approaches to implement a shared platform, from both a hardware and
software point of view. The goal is to demonstrate how technology can be used to fulfill the busi-
ness and project needs outlined in Part I, “Business Perspective—Opportunities and Challenges
of Multisite Commerce,” and Part II, “Implementer’s Considerations for Efficient Multisite 
Commerce.” Data sharing architecture patterns are presented for typical multisite scenarios.

Audience
The information is technical in nature, but most of it does not require advanced knowledge of
technology.  Except for a few sections, a person with limited familiarity with the world of com-
puting should be able to understand the key ideas presented here.

Chapters of This Part

Chapter What the Chapter Covers

Chapter 14: Sharing Hardware and Software How hardware and software can be shared among 
multiple sites.

Chapter 15: Sharing Data How to organize the sites to share common information.
How to ensure access control to shared and site-specific
information.

continues
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Chapter What the Chapter Covers

Chapter 16: Site Path How to structure data to make it sharable among 
multiple sites.
(Note: This chapter is the most technical in nature
because it contains an example of a simple data model
and SQL statements for retrieving data.)

Chapter 17: Data Sharing Business Logic How to present and manage the various types of 
information in a shared environment. 

Chapter 18: Data Sharing Architecture How to put together the ideas for sharing data into
Patterns an overall data architecture.

What the typical patterns of data architecture are that 
can be used as starting points for designing a 
company’s shared commerce platform.

254 Technical Considerations for Efficient Multisite Commerce

continued
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C H A P T E R 1 4

Sharing Hardware 
and Software

Key Concepts:

Plan the layout of how the hardware and software are to be deployed

Ensure the e-commerce applications can coexist on the same hardware in the same environment

Anticipate both typical and peak demand for each site

Avoid single point of failure

Plan for maintenance

Sharing the same infrastructure among multiple sites invariably creates technical problems that
need to be solved. After all, inherently the reason the sites are different from each other is because
they have different requirements, and fitting them onto the same platform can be a challenge. 

From a technical point of view, there can be three forms of sharing: sharing hardware, shar-
ing software, and sharing data. With a shared hardware arrangement, the same set of servers
would be used for handling the requests coming from all the sites. However, although the actual
computers are shared, the software applications used by the sites remain different. 

Sharing software would imply that the sites not only make use of the same hardware, but
also the same software. With this arrangement, a single installation of software would benefit all
the sites.

Sharing data is the next step, where multiple sites not only make use of the same applica-
tion, but also use the same database. With this approach, the data of all sites is managed together,
and also data can be shared among sites.

We will consider the opportunities that exist for these forms of sharing and describe some
of the typical methodologies that can be used and the challenges that must be overcome. 
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Commerce Application Layout
Before exploring the ways of sharing hardware and software among commerce sites, we must
first give an overview of what a commerce application looks like when it is deployed. This
overview is clearly not meant to give a comprehensive guide to all the possible ways to set up
sites, and we don’t describe all the necessary equipment or the required software. Instead, we
describe one typical way that the company’s computing environment can be set up to enable a
commerce site. We then examine what portions of this environment can be shared among differ-
ent sites, under different sharing arrangements.

Generally, you can view the overall environment as being partitioned into zones. The divi-
sion into zones is normally done for security reasons to protect the company’s internal systems
from possibly malicious traffic coming from the Internet. This is illustrated in Figure 14.1.
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Figure 14.1 Typical computing environment for a commerce site

Zone 3 is the most protected zone, and it contains the company’s internal systems and back-end
applications. The common characteristic of these applications is that they cannot be directly
accessed by customers or by anyone else from the Internet. Instead, zone 3 applications are used
only by the company’s internal staff, such as employees or contractors.

Zone 2 contains front-end applications, which are accessed by the company’s customers or
business partners. This includes the applications that handle traffic on the commerce sites, such as
presentation of catalog, capturing orders, and presenting marketing content. 

Frequently, the commerce applications in zone 2 are integrated with the back-end applica-
tions in zone 3. For example, sometimes the commerce system might have a standalone pricing
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engine deployed in zone 3 that is responsible to determine the prices of products. In other cases,
the commerce system needs to retrieve prices and inventory from the company’s Enterprise
Resource Planning (ERP) system located in zone 3. Similarly, when the commerce system in
zone 2 captures an order, it transfers the order to the back-end systems in zone 3 to initiate the ful-
fillment and billing processes.

Even though the applications in zone 2 are used by the customers from the Internet, it is a
good idea for this zone to still be somewhat isolated from the unpredictable and often malicious
Internet traffic. Commerce applications handle vast amounts of monetary transactions and con-
tain sensitive data, such as customer profiles, orders, and pricing; and these must be protected
from attacks. 

To protect the company’s internal systems, typically the computing environment includes a
special zone, called the Demilitarized Zone (zone 1 or DMZ in Figure 14.1). A connection can
never be made directly between a customer computer and a system in zone 2. Instead, the con-
nection is made to the handling application in zone 1, which then forwards the request to the rele-
vant application in zone 2, as shown in Figure 14.2.

Commerce Application Layout 257

F
ire

w
al

l

F
ire

w
al

l

F
ire

w
al

l

Zone 1
Internet Traffic

Handling
(DMZ)

Zone 2
Front-End

Applications

Zone 3
Back-End

Applications

Zone 0
Open

Internet

HTTP
Server

ERP
(Enterprise
Resource
Planning)

Catalog
Application Server

1. Request
display of a
product.

2. Forward
request to
catalog
server.

3. Retrieve price
and inventory
from back-end
system.

4. Return
product
information.

5. Return
product page
to browser.

Figure 14.2 Example of handling a product display request

When a customer clicks on a product on the company’s Web site, the web browser on the cus-
tomer’s laptop computer would make a connection to the corresponding web server in zone 1.
Based on various characteristics of the request, such as the URL, the customer’s cookie, or the
HTTP header, the web server delegates the request to the relevant application in zone 2. The 
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commerce application retrieves the product description and other relevant information from its
own database. Depending on the system, some information, such as price and inventory, might
need to be retrieved from a back-end application located in zone 3. When all the information is
gathered, the commerce application returns it to the web server, which in turn presents the result-
ant web page to the customer’s web browser.

Application Configuration
Let’s now explore the computers that would be required in each zone. For this, we use a much
simplified example; in real life the setup would require many more applications and many more
computers than we show here. Figure 14.3 shows an example of the components in each zone.
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Figure 14.3 Example of components involved in a commerce site 

In this example, there are two front-end applications in zone 2 that are responsible for the site,
namely the commerce application and the payment application. The commerce application is
responsible for most aspects of the site, such as search, catalog presentation, shopping cart, mar-
keting and advertising, and user profile. The payment application is responsible only for process-
ing payments, such as validating the customer’s credit card number or authorizing payments
when an order is submitted. 

The front-end applications interact with the back-end applications in zone 3. For example,
the commerce application interacts with the company’s back-end ERP system to retrieve product
inventory or to transfer captured orders for fulfillment. 

Also in Zone 3, we placed the quality assurance environment. Catalog updates, presenta-
tion changes, or new marketing campaigns are not made directly on the front-end applications.
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Instead, the changes are first made in the quality assurance environment. After the changes are
tested and approved, the corresponding modifications to data are moved, or “promoted,” to the
production environment. The commerce application in the quality assurance environment is usu-
ally similar to the front-end commerce application, except that it is available only to the com-
pany’s internal staff. 

The quality assurance environment is the master copy of the site so that the data that resides
in this environment is considered to be the most current and correct version. If anything happens
to the production site, this quality assurance environment can be used to rebuild it; therefore, it is
a good idea to protect this environment as much as possible from threats coming over the Inter-
net. That is why we put the quality assurance environment in the protected zone 3, in which it is
only accessible by the company’s line of business or IT staff. 

In real life, there are typically many different applications that must come together to be
used as a single site. Typical examples include product searches, shopping carts, and order cap-
tures, which often are handled by separate front-end applications. There can also be applications
that are dedicated to advertising, order status tracking, customer profile management, and many
other commerce functions. 

Hardware Configuration
Now see how these components in our simple application configuration look when they are
deployed on actual hardware, as shown in Figure 14.4.
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Figure 14.4 Example of hardware needed for a commerce site 
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We see in the diagram that in zone 1, there are two types of servers: one responsible for the dis-
patch of customer requests, and three web servers that actually handle the requests. The reason
for having multiple servers is to handle large volume of traffic—normally detailed performance
studies would determine the actual number of servers necessary, and the number of processors in
each server. Another reason to have multiple servers is to ensure redundancy, so that if one server
goes down, the others can still continue providing service to the customers and hence the site
stays up.

In zone 2, we have the application and database servers for the commerce and payment
applications. Frequently in real deployments, there is an extra firewall between application and
database servers, which ensures extra security for the database. However, for simplicity we omit-
ted this detail here.

In Figure 14.4, for both redundancy and performance reasons, there are four commerce
application servers and two payment application servers. However, each database resides only on
a single server because it is sufficient to satisfy the site’s performance needs. Nevertheless, the
two database servers could also provide redundancy for each other. In other words, if payment
database server goes down, the commerce database server can take over. This, of course, assumes
that the corresponding databases are mirrored on both servers.

In zone 3, there are two ERP servers to provide redundancy. This is necessary because the
ERP system is needed by the front-end commerce systems to serve customers. The ERP system
contains the product inventory and pricing, and hence it is important to make sure that this data is
always available to customers. If one of the ERP servers goes down, the other one is still available
to service customer requests.

On the other hand, the quality assurance environment is accessed only by internal staff
rather than by customers. If the quality assurance environment is temporarily unavailable, there is
no disruption of service to the customers, and therefore, there is no need for ensuring redundancy.
The amount of traffic on the quality assurance environment is also relatively small because it is
used only for administration and for testing. Therefore, a single application server and a single
database server suffice for the quality assurance environment of the commerce application.

For simplicity, we ignored many other types of hardware that would be needed, such as net-
work routers, firewalls, system monitoring, backups, and so on. So in reality, our example under-
estimates the actual need for hardware for a commerce site.

Overall, we can count 12 machines necessary for this site, plus 2 machines are used for the
ERP system. This might seem like a large quantity of hardware, but it is not extraordinary for a
large site. Frequently companies use many dozen of machines to run all the necessary applica-
tions and to handle the necessary volume of traffic on their site. 

Database Configuration
In Figure 14.4, the commerce application uses two separate databases: one for catalog and mar-
keting data, and another one for orders and customer data. This is sometimes done because the
characteristics of these two kinds of data are different. Catalog and marketing information is 
generally updated relatively infrequently, whereas order and payment information is updated
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constantly, with every transaction. It can be convenient to keep this data separate from each other
so that each database can be managed separately; for example, backup schedules, archival of stale
data, and performance tuning can all be geared to the needs of each kind of data.

Another reason to separate this data from each other is to simplify updates. The servers in
zone 2 hold the “production” copy of marketing and catalog data, whereas the master copy
resides in the quality assurance environment in zone 3. At the same time, the primary copy of cus-
tomer and order data resides in the operational database in zone 2. Therefore, it is convenient to
keep this data separate from each other so that the operational copy of catalog and marketing
information can be updated easily at any time, without disturbing the order and customer
information.

Depending on the way the applications are designed, a single database server might actu-
ally be holding multiple databases. In our example, the database server for catalog and marketing
holds only a single database. However, the other database server might have up to three data-
bases: one for customer data, one for orders, and one for payment. The essential characteristic
here is that each database might be used by multiple applications, and each application might be
using multiple databases. This database layout is illustrated in Figure 14.5 .

Commerce Application Layout 261

Database
Server for
Catalog

and
Marketing

Zone 2

Database
Server for
Customer,

Orders, and
Payment

Database
Server for

Quality
Assurance

Zone 3

Propagation of master catalog and marketing data into production

Catalog and
Marketing
Database
(Quality

Assurance)

Orders
Database
(Quality

Assurance)

Customer
Database
(Quality

Assurance
Environment)

Commerce
Application

in Production

Payment
Application

in Production

Catalog and
Marketing Database

(Production
Environment)

Customer
Database

Orders Database

Payments
Database

Commerce
Application
for Quality
Assurance

Figure 14.5 Example of database layout for commerce applications

You  notice that in this example the commerce application, both in production and in the quality
assurance environments, uses three databases: Catalog and marketing, Customers, and Orders.
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The catalog and marketing data in production is regularly synchronized with the master copy in
quality assurance. However, the customer and orders databases are needed only in production. In
the quality assurance environment, these hold only sample data, enough to enable the company’s
personnel to test the site. There is no need to update these databases with real data; all that is
needed is to create a few user profiles and a few sample orders .

Software Packages
The  next step is to determine the software that must be acquired for the commerce site. Again,
this will clearly vary for each company, and in reality there will be a need for much more software
than we list here; but for the sake of simplicity, let’s just focus on the following small list of
software:

• Operating system for each of the machines

• Database for the commerce and payment applications

• Web server

• Application server

• Commerce and payment applications (possibly purchased in a single package from one
vendor, or separate packages from different vendors)

Figure 14.6 illustrates how each of the software packages is associated with the various applica-
tions. Because this book focuses on front-end commerce systems, we have not expanded upon
the software required for the ERP application.
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Figure 14.6 Example of software involved in a commerce site

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



Usually the price of the database and the commerce applications depends on how big the installa-
tion is. For example, frequently vendors charge per machine or per processor so that larger sites
end up paying more for the same software, when compared to smaller sites. 

Nonshared Hardware and Software Configuration for Multiple Sites
If a company has multiple sites, each site’s installation is deployed within the three zones as we
have described. In the worst-case scenario, when neither hardware nor software are shared, the
cost of installation and maintenance is directly proportional to the number of sites. Figure 14.7
shows this arrangement.
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Figure 14.7 Example of hardware needed for multiple sites

We see that each site needs its own set of servers in each zone, so that now with two sites,
the company needs 24 servers. We assume that both sites use the same ERP systems; in real life,
it is common that even such back-end systems are also different. For example, if each site is cre-
ated for an independent division of the company, it is likely that each division also has its own
ERP systems. 

Another factor to consider is that potentially the hardware and software used for the differ-
ent sites could be completely different. For example, one site could be using Windows® servers,
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and hence the servers are all Intel®-based machines. The other site could be using AIX® servers,
and hence its servers are IBM machines.

This gets even more complicated when software is taken into account. An Intel-based
server could be using Microsoft® Windows operating system with .Net-based commerce applica-
tions. The same server could be used to run Linux operating system, and IBM WebSphere-based
commerce applications. Even within the same choice of hardware and software, the database
packages from a single vendor could run on different hardware; for example, both Oracle and
DB2® database have versions that run on Microsoft Windows and on Linux.

The worst-case scenario is that each site uses completely different hardware and software
so that even the skills necessary to maintain all the facilities are different. This also means that the
company has to find IT staff that are qualified to operate each of the kinds of machines, operating
systems, databases, and applications. We see that without an arrangement to share hardware and
software, the cost of having multiple sites can quickly become large.

Opportunities for Sharing Hardware and Software
To promote reuse of hardware and software resources, the company’s IT management could try
to standardize its computing environment. For example, it might mandate that all the sites’ hard-
ware comes from the same vendor, that the same operating systems are used, and that a single
type of database is used for all applications of all the sites. 

This standardization is useful even if all the sites have their own completely independent
installations. One key benefit is that it reduces the complexity of maintenance. For example, if all
databases are of the same version, a single set of skills is necessary to maintain them so that one
group of people could look after the databases of multiple sites. Similarly, a common set of
administrative procedures can be instituted, making the business and technical processes easier to
understand. As a result of the simplified maintenance procedures, the company could also expect
to reduce the total operating cost of all sites.

Although the standardization of IT infrastructure is certainly a good idea, it is only the first
step leading to the goal of reduced cost and simplified administration. The bigger benefit would
come from actual sharing of infrastructure among sites. Fundamentally, the sharing of infrastruc-
ture can be achieved at multiple levels, depending on how much hardware and software standard-
ization is achieved among sites. To focus the discussion, we consider the opportunities for
sharing of hardware and software within each of the three zones where the sites must be
deployed.

Sharing Infrastructure in Zone 1
In the example that we started with Figure 14.1, the equipment in zone 1 is responsible for han-
dling Internet traffic that is coming to the company’s commerce sites. The two components that
we discussed included a network dispatcher and the web servers that accept the request and send
the response to the customer’s computers. To reply to each request, the web server can retrieve
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information from its own file system, such as images or HTML files. If necessary, the web server
can also create corresponding requests to the business logic residing in the application servers in
zone 2.

Depending on the characteristics of the company’s installation, it might be possible for
multiple sites to share the same web server, as shown in Figure 14.8.
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Figure 14.8 Example of sharing infrastructure in zone 1 

This arrangement could reduce the total number of machines necessary for the web servers. This
is especially true if the peak demand of site 1 happens during a different period compared to the
peak demand of site 2. For example, let’s say that site 1 is a B2B site, mostly busy during the reg-
ular business hours 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., whereas site 2 is a B2C site, whose peak demand is 5 p.m. to
11 p.m. In this case, the capacity available due to the B2B site’s pattern of usage in the evening is
automatically allocated to the B2C site.

On the other hand, sharing the web servers while keeping application servers separate
could introduce several complexities that must be overcome. One typical issue to deal with is that
the security requirements of site 1 and site 2 might be different, yet they must be satisfied by the
same web server. For example, site 1 might be open only to registered users, and all pages includ-
ing product pages are encrypted with SSL, whereas site 2 is available to any guest, and product
pages are clear-text. Hence, the web server must be configured to distinguish the requests to site 1
and to site 2 and make sure that each request is handled correctly. This is usually possible because
the two sites have different URLs, and even different IP addresses.
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Another complexity has to do with the gathering of statistics about customer visits to each
site. The statistics are necessary for operational purposes, such as to measure the level of activity
on each area of the site and to track the performance and response time of the site. Some of the
necessary statistics are accumulated by web servers based on the requests coming in to the site.
The IT administrators must, therefore, be careful to ensure that the necessary statistics are cap-
tured in the context of each site, rather than for the web server as a whole. Again, this is usually
possible because web servers log their traffic based on incoming URLs, and the different sites are
easily distinguished by their URLs.

Problem tracing is another issue that is addressed by tracking URL information. If any prob-
lem occurs on one of the sites, the administrators must trace the request’s trail throughout all the
systems touched by it. The environment must be adapted so that the processing of each request can
be traced; for example, to determine the application servers that were invoked for a request.

Even though it can be beneficial to share web servers among multiple sites, this is not
always possible. Probably the most difficult issue to resolve is the incompatibility of application
servers. For example, if one site’s application servers are based on .Net technology, while the

other site is using J2EE, adapting a single web server to
both sites might be tricky. Setting up sharing arrangement
in such a case would require IT architects to have a good
understanding and experience with both sets of technolo-
gies and also to spend time testing to ensure that this
works well. 

What we see here is yet another reason for the com-
pany to try to standardize its application infrastructure.
Even if hardware is currently not shared, it is a good idea
to at least ensure that the same basic technology is used
throughout the operations, so sharing can be introduced
later.

Sharing Infrastructure in Zone 2
In our example, zone 2 is used for various commerce applications, such as catalog presentation,
marketing, order capture, payment, and so on. Sharing of this infrastructure between sites should
be studied in the scope of each application.

Referring to the example in Figure 14.1, there are two applications: one commerce applica-
tion, and one payment application. From the technical planning point of view, it is often difficult
to share all the applications among multiple sites. For example, the different commerce applica-
tions might have a lot of complex business logic unique to the products for sale and the business
rules of the corresponding company divisions, and merging them into one site would require
much research and development. On the other hand, the payment application is much more 
confined in its scope, and it might be much easier, at least initially, to focus on sharing just that
application.
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It is often possible to share web
servers for multiple sites. The
URL differences between the
sites are enough to ensure that
all necessary configuration and
statistics gathering are done
within the context of each site.

Standardizing on similar applica-
tion technology for all sites can
make it easier to share web
servers as well.
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Let’s say that the company manages to share the payment application among the multiple
sites, whereas the commerce applications remain independent. Figure 14.9 illustrates the infra-
structure that results in this case.
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Figure 14.9 Sharing hardware and software for one application

In Figure 14.9, each site still has its own set of servers for its commerce application. However,
there is only one shared set of servers for payment application, which is used by all the commerce
sites. This is an improvement over the arrangement in Figure 14.7, where each site had its own set
of payment servers.

With this approach of sharing application incrementally, it might also be possible to create
a plan where the first shared application is delivered rapidly, whereas subsequent applications can
wait until the future phases of the project. As we discussed in Part II, “Implementer’s Considera-
tions for Efficient Multisite Commerce,” project managers and executives are usually interested
in building such a plan for incremental delivery. We discussed that a plan must deal with such
organizational aspects as governance of the project, requirements management, and for dealing
with the fears and resistance of various lines of business. However, in addition to dealing with
these organizational issues, phased delivery needs a technical approach that allows breaking up
development into logical parts, where each phase of development yields a reasonably complete
platform that can be used to deploy at least some of the sites.

Application-level sharing creates the technical means of delivering such a phased develop-
ment plan. The idea is that each phase would include adding one or more shared applications to
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the platform, or expanding the capabilities of existing
shared applications. As a result, in each phase a few sites
can move to make use of these shared applications. As the
number of shared applications grows, and as their capabil-
ities improve, the infrastructure used by the sites is more
and more shared. 

Over time, the more applications that are shared, the
more savings that are achieved. Therefore, the IT goal
should be to ultimately share all the applications among
the sites. It is important, therefore, to view the sharing of

individual applications only as a temporary step on the way to the fully shared platform used by
all the company’s sites.

Sharing Infrastructure in Zone 3
The applications that reside within zone 3 are not accessible to external customers but are used
only by the company’s internal IT and LOB staff. Examples of these applications include the
quality assurance environment for the sites and the company’s back-end systems.

Sharing the quality assurance environment for an application among sites is possible only if
the application itself is shared, as shown in Figure 14.10.
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Figure 14.10 Sharing quality assurance environment for an application
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In this example, the hardware and software for the commerce application is shared for all sites.
Correspondingly, the same quality assurance environment is also used for all sites. 

Not all applications deployed in zone 2 require a quality assurance environment in zone 3.
In our example, the payment application does not have quality assurance environment. Instead,
when the application needs to be updated, it is temporarily shut down, and the updates are applied
offline. This is possible because the payment application is not critical to the commerce sites—
orders can continue to be taken even while the payment application is down.

Such decisions on the needs and the configuration of the quality assurance environment
depend on the technical capabilities of each application and the business requirements. However,
from the point of view of sharing hardware and software among sites, the general rule is to follow
the deployment arrangement in zone 2. If the production environment can share hardware and
software, so can the quality assurance environment. On the other hand, if the production environ-
ment has an independent installation for each site, it is a good idea to keep the quality assurance
environments separate as well.

In the context of a single site, however, it might be
possible to use the same hardware for the quality assur-
ance environment for multiple applications. In our
example, if the company decides to have a quality assur-
ance environment for the payment application, a single
server could be used for quality assurance of both com-
merce and payment applications. Of course, this assumes
that the applications are fundamentally compatible; for
example, they use the same operating system and the same
application server. If such an arrangement is possible, it
presents a way to significantly reduce operational costs.
After all, the quality assurance environment is used only
for testing and does not need to provide high performance
or high availability. Therefore, it might be technically fea-
sible to deploy multiple applications on one physical
machine, even if in production this is undesirable.

ERP systems are generally not tied to a single front-end system, but rather they handle
orders coming from many channels. For example, a single ERP system could be responsible for
processing orders coming via online Web sites, call center, fax and e-mail, and automated orders
from B2B channels. Thus, the commerce site typically sees only a portion of all the orders in the
company. Furthermore, multiple sites might use inventory from a single ERP system, and orders
from multiple sites might be transferred to the same ERP system. This could be the case, for
example, if the different sites sell largely the same products to different market segments, such as
a site for plumbers, a site for building contractors, and a site for do-it-yourself consumers. 
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If different sites are deployed on
different hardware in the produc-
tion environment, it is better for
them to use different hardware in
the quality assurance environ-
ment as well. 

However, this rule does not 
necessary apply to different
applications used for one site—
even if the applications are
deployed on different hardware 
in the production environment,
they could be combined to a
single hardware in the quality
assurance environment.
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By the same token, in many cases different sites might use different ERP systems. For
example, if the sites serve the needs of different brands or different divisions, most likely they
have to deal with correspondingly different ERP systems as well.

In some cases, the whole picture can be extremely complex, where each site must integrate
with multiple ERP systems. For example, if a site presents products from multiple divisions, the
order must be transferred to the ERP systems of the divisions responsible for the products in the
order.  An illustration of this complexity is shown in Figure 14.11.
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Figure 14.11 Point-to-point integration of commerce applications and ERP systems

ERP integration is complex and requires significant computing resources, both from the site’s
application and from the ERP systems. To simplify the computing environment, it would make
more sense to employ the concept of an Enterprise Service Bus (ESB). With this idea, all sites
standardize on their messaging with the ESB, based on a companywide protocol. The service bus
is then responsible for delivery of the message to each system, in accordance with the technical
characteristics and the format that is supported, as shown in Figure 14.12.
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Figure 14.12 ESB-based integration of commerce applications and ERP systems
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From a deployment point of view, the Enterprise Service Bus is likely implemented on a set of
computers; that is, the ESB requires the maintenance of a number of additional machines in the
company’s infrastructure. However, in many cases, the ESB not only provides configurable mes-
sage mappings and guaranteed delivery, but also it offloads much messaging and mapping logic
from the applications. Therefore, it is possible that the use of ESB will reduce the load on these
systems, and hence the total number of systems in the company’s inventory would remain the
same or be reduced. 

In the example in Figure 14.13, an ESB machine is added to zone 3, but at the same time
there is one less machine necessary for the commerce application in zone 2.
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Figure 14.13 Additional hardware for Enterprise Service Bus

Having introduced the concept of ESB, we will not elabo-
rate on it, but we do recommend you to research this topic
and the larger topic of Service Oriented Architecture. The
understanding and employment of both of these concepts
is important to the technical implementation of sharing
hardware and software for multiple sites. There is much
literature available on this subject, such as Enterprise Ser-
vice Bus by David A. Chappell, or SOA in Practice by
Nicolai Josuttis.

The use of the Enterprise Service
Bus within a Service Oriented
Architecture makes it easier for
multisite applications to integrate
with the back-end applications. In
addition, this technology can
reduce the hardware needs for
the sites.
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Methods of Sharing Hardware and Software
Now that we discussed what the shared infrastructure would look like, we look at some of the
typical techniques that can be used to share hardware or software. We have seen that each site
requires a multitude of servers deployed in different zones that are responsible for different
aspects of running the site. 

In this discussion, we focus on the application servers, which are typically deployed in
zone 2. The reason for this is that these commerce applications are usually the ones that contain
the most logic and data that is specifically used for the commerce sites. After all, the web servers
are usually quite generic in nature and contain relatively little site-specific logic. Although each
site might put some images or web pages on the web server, fundamentally the web server
requires relatively little customization for each site. 

The back-end systems deployed in zone 3 are usually not site-specific. Typically these sys-
tems are used not just by the company’s Web sites, but also by many other activities within the
company. In many cases, these systems predate the company’s web strategy, and little effort is
made to adapt them to the needs of the company’s Web sites.

You can see that the bulk of the commerce business logic and data falls within the com-
merce applications; we, therefore, must consider the problem of sharing these commerce applica-
tions among sites. Depending on the level of sharing, this might mean using the same hardware at
multiple sites, or having the different sites make use of the same software. In the most effective
commerce platform, multiple sites also share the data.

Server Partitioning
One seemingly simple way to use the same hardware for the applications used by multiple sites is
server partitioning. With this technique, the server machine is partitioned, or divided into what
looks like multiple servers or segments, and each segment is used to run the applications neces-
sary for a single site. In this way, the different applications do not interfere with each other
because each site’s application effectively has its own image of a machine.

Partitioning can be done so that the machine is segmented at the hardware level, in which
case each segment is assigned the computing resources that it can use. With hardware partition-
ing, different segments can even use different operating systems, as shown in Figure 14.14. This
method provides the most independence of the operation of each site on shared hardware. 
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Figure 14.14 Hardware-based server partitioning
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Partitioning can also be done at the operating system level. In this case, all the applications on the
machine must use the same version of the operating system, but they effectively run independ-
ently of each other, as shown in Figure 14.15.
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Figure 14.15 Operating system-based server partitioning 

Finally, partitioning can be accomplished by using a virtualization application, such as VMware.
In this case, the application allows the creation of multiple images of the machine, and each
image runs independently of the other, as shown in Figure 14.16.
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Application for Site 2

Linux
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Figure 14.16 Server partitioning using virtualization technology 

The advantage of hardware partitioning is that the operation of each site is the least likely to
affect the other sites. Also, with hardware partitioning, it is possible for sites to share the same
hardware, even if they require different operating systems because each segment might have a
different operating system on it.

However, there are a number of disadvantages to this technique. First, using hardware par-
titioning allows the operation of few sites on a single machine—this is because each segment is
assigned a  specific set of resources, such as the number of processors. You can create only a few
segments on a single machine, based on the number of processors available. Another disadvan-
tage of hardware partitioning is poor resource sharing; it is possible that while one site is mostly
idle, the other sites would run out of resources because processing power is never shared among
the segments.
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With operating system partitions, resource sharing is better because the same operating
system manages processors for all partitions and allocates processing power as needed. However,
this form of deploying multiple sites on a single server is still not ideal. One problem is that it is
difficult to administer because each site requires the full software stack installed on its partition.
This means that each site needs to be maintained completely separately from the other, even if
some of the software is exactly the same.

Another big administrative problem with server partitioning is that this technique makes it
difficult to create additional sites. Each time a new site is needed, the existing hardware or operat-
ing system must be reconfigured, which is a nontrivial task that severely disrupts the operation of
existing sites.

With virtualization technology, it would be easier to
create additional sites because the creation of a virtual
machine does not need to disrupt the existing virtual
machines. However, this technique still suffers from the
administrative disadvantages of server partitioning. Each
site still requires the maintenance of the full software stack
needed by the commerce applications. In addition, creation
of a new site is still a complex task that can be carried out
only by highly qualified IT personnel.

Because of these reasons, we do not recommend
employing server partitioning as the way to share hard-
ware among multiple sites.

Coexistence of Applications
Another way for multiple sites to share the same hardware is for their applications to be deployed
within the same operating system. You can see an illustration of this arrangement in Figure 14.17.
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Figure 14.17 Multiple site applications coexisting within the same operating system
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To make it possible for the applications to coexist, they must use the same operating system, with
the same maintenance level. However, merely matching the versions of the operating system sup-
ported by the applications is usually not sufficient because the coexistence of applications can
create other dependencies. For example, an application might require the installation of addi-
tional software on the same machine. Even though the applications might coexist, it is possible
that the additional software is not compatible with the hardware or the operating system, and
therefore, requires separate hardware.

Another difficult situation could arise if initially all applications are compatible, but then a
future version of one of the applications requires a different maintenance level of the operating
system from the other applications. All these dependencies can be difficult to sort out through the
lifecycle of the applications and the operating system.

One common approach to simplify the dependencies is to make sure that different applica-
tions make use of the same application server, as shown in Figure 14.18.
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Figure 14.18 Multiple site applications coexisting on the same application server

In this setup, the same application server, running on a single machine, is used by applications
pertaining to multiple sites. This means that the different applications must not only support the
same operating system, but also the same application server. 

Similarly, the different applications can use the same database server. This means that,
whereas the actual databases are distinct and the data is not shared between the sites, the data-
bases are all deployed within the same server, as shown in Figure 14.19.

To make this arrangement possible, you need to make sure that the different applications
all support the same versions of the application server and the same version of the database. 

At first glance, this matching of versions seems to be a trivial check with the application
vendors. However, in reality, this match-up is not always easy to achieve. For example, some-
times the application vendors nominally claim compatibility with the same brand of application
server, but a closer examination reveals that they require different maintenance levels, which for
some inexplicable reason cannot coexist within the same installation. Another example is where
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Figure 14.19 Multiple site applications sharing the same application server and database
server

As the number of sites used by the company grows, this
problem of application compatibility will only get worse.
New sites will likely need additional applications, making
the entire environment more and more complicated.

In some cases, the problem might not be due to the
application vendor but self-inflicted by the additional
improvements and customizations done by the company.
For example, let’s say that the company has two sites, one
for the B2B market and one for the B2C market, and uses
the same commerce application for both of them. For the
B2B market, the commerce application was modified to
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the applications can coexist perfectly well within the same application server, but for some rea-
son, they need different levels of the database. Such issues can be difficult to resolve, and the
result is that in many cases, they effectively force the applications of different sites to use differ-
ent hardware. 

It might be possible for multiple
applications to coexist within the
same hardware and the same
operating system. This is usually
easier to achieve if the different
applications make use of the
same application server. How-
ever, one must be careful to
ensure that the applications can
coexist with the same versions of
the required software.
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support additional order approval workflow and business
contract-based pricing rules, which were not supported in
the original vendor’s application. 

Depending on the implementation of these cus-
tomizations, it could turn out that they only work on one
particular version of the application server and database
and do not work with the most current versions. At the
same time, the B2C application wants to use the most cur-
rent level of application server and database. As a result of
this conflict, the B2B and B2C sites cannot share the same
application server, or even the same hardware, even though
they started out from the same vendor’s application!

Carefully research and document the entire software
stack, and get confirmation from the vendors and the
implementers to ensure that the proposed configuration
works. Even if the application vendors officially support
the configuration, it is a good idea to do additional system
testing before deploying the application to ensure that
unexpected problems do not show up.

Multiple Sites Within a Single Application
There is one more approach to allow multiple sites to share the same hardware and software, and
that is where all the sites use the same set of applications. In this arrangement, an application is
inherently designed to support multiple sites, as is shown in Figure 14.20.

With this approach, there is no need to have separate installations for each site, but rather
all the sites share the entire software stack. This makes the maintenance of the software a lot eas-
ier and less time-consuming. At the same time, the problem of having to match the versions of
operating systems and databases becomes much less complicated to manage. Because a single
commerce application is used for all sites, there is no need to worry about its compatibility with
each site’s environment.

In the example in Figure 14.20, we see that there are two applications used: a commerce
application and a payment application, in the same environment. In this case, make sure that
these two applications must safely coexist. However, there are only two applications involved for
all sites, and this problem will not get worse as the number of sites increases.

When multiple sites are created and managed within the same application, they are able to
share not only the hardware and software, but also the data. In our example, there is a single com-
merce database and a single payment database, both managing data for all the sites. Similarly, the
application could be designed so that multiple sites make use of the same catalog or present the
same advertisements. This means that there is no longer any need to copy the same catalog or
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As each site develops or cus-
tomizes its application, it is
important to ensure that it does
not introduce new incompatibili-
ties in the software. Even if two
sites use the same vendor’s
application, the customizations of
one site could render its applica-
tion to be incompatible with the
version used by the other site.
You need to

• Track version dependencies
for all applications and their
subsequent modifications.

• Whenever an application is
modified, test that it can still
coexist with the other applica-
tions used in the production
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Figure 14.20 Multiple sites sharing the same applications and databases

In practice, designing an application to allow sharing data among sites is not trivia, and not all
commerce applications are capable of sharing data among sites. For example, some applications
duplicate each site’s data, even though all the data is managed within the same database. Clearly,
this is not true data sharing, and you must look carefully at application design to make sure that
data truly is shared among sites. The rest of the chapters in this book are dedicated to the topic of
data sharing and to the techniques that a commerce application can use to make data sharing as
easy as possible.

Thanks to the capability to share data, this approach usually presents the opportunity for
designing the most cost-effective and scalable multisite platform. As we described in previous
chapters, when multiple sites use the same data, the company not only saves on IT costs of main-
taining the platform, but also saves on its line of business administrative costs. Furthermore, shar-
ing data can often open additional business opportunities so that the different sites can leverage
each other’s data to improve their offerings or provide additional services to the customer. We
discussed several examples of such opportunities in Part I, “Business Perspective—Opportunities
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Shared application server
hardware is used by all sites.

Operating System
 (Shared by All Sites)

Application Server
 (Shared by All Sites)

Database ServerShared database hardware is
used by all sites.

Commerce
Application

(Used by All Sites)

Payment
Application

(Used by All Sites)

Database for
Commerce Application

Used by All Sites

Database for
Payment Application 

Used by All Sites

marketing data to each site’s database. Rather, the single modification of data is automatically
reflected in all the company’s sites. At the same time, with this approach data is maintained
together. This means that you would not back up or archive data for one site, but for all sites at
once.
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and Challenges of Multisite Commerce”; one typical example is the capability for a company to
cross-sell products from one division on another division’s sites.

At the same time, when applications and data are shared by multiple sites, there is the most
technical risk involved. Due to programming errors, an action seemingly relating to only one site
could unexpectedly affect other sites. In the worst case,
the activity of one site could theoretically even damage or
destroy the data pertaining to other sites. This is all pos-
sible because fundamentally all sites use the same applica-
tion and the same database.

Therefore, the applications that are shared by mul-
tiple sites must be carefully designed to make sure that
they operate correctly. Furthermore, extensive testing of
these applications must be done so that operational stabil-
ity of the platform can be ensured. 

Interdependencies Among Sites on a Shared Platform
The basic problem of sharing hardware or software is that this arrangement creates interdepen-
dencies between the sites that make site management more difficult. To illustrate this, consider a
typical situation. Imagine that a company has two sites: a B2B site and a B2C site. 

Now suppose that the B2B site requires a new capability to be added, perhaps allowing cus-
tomers to create multiple shopping carts, or allowing customer service representatives to give
customers discounts. Enabling such new capabilities requires an update to the software, which
means that the site needs to be taken down for the duration of the update. The expected downtime
could take several hours. However, this downtime is completely unacceptable to the B2C site,
which is in the middle of the holiday campaign. Therefore, the B2B site will have to wait several
weeks or months for the upgrade, until the line of business responsible for the B2C site considers
the necessary downtime to be tolerable by its business.

Be aware of the typical interdependencies that are created by introducing a shared platform
so that the technical designers can plan for them. We describe some of the most common and crit-
ical interdependencies that the platform designers must be aware of.

Hardware Sizing
Determining the correct computing resource to allocate to each application is not an easy task,
and it becomes even harder if multiple applications use the same hardware. One advantage of
shared hardware is that during peak demand for one site, hardware resources can be diverted from
other less active sites. Normally, hardware is sized to accommodate not only typical load, but also
to handle peak demand, which can be much larger. If the sites use separate hardware, each site
must accommodate peak demand on its own. However, if hardware is shared and peak demand
periods do not overlap, the same spare capacity can be applied to multiple sites, thereby reducing
the total hardware sizing. An example of this is shown in Figure 14.21.
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Sharing the same application
and the same database presents
the best opportunities to save on
both IT and line of business
costs. At the same time, with this
approach the technical risk of
sites affecting each other is the
highest, and this approach
requires careful design and test-
ing of the application.
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Figure 14.21 Example of load patterns on different sites 

In this example, site 1 has its peak load in the afternoon, and by 5 p.m. the load falls off consider-
ably. By contrast, the load on site 2 becomes heavy around 6 p.m. in the evening. Therefore, the
spare capacity needed by each site to accommodate their peak demand can be used to comple-
ment the needs of the other site. Hence, the total processing power necessary when using shared
hardware is less than it would be if each site had employed its own hardware.

The big question, though, is how much processing power is necessary. If the platform needs
to satisfy the needs of many sites, it is necessary to estimate the medium and peak demands on all
sites at all times, and then come up with the overall expected CPU utilization chart. However,
what if for some reason, a few of the sites have sudden spikes in customer traffic? In other words,
what is the real spare capacity that is necessary on a shared platform? This determination requires
much technical expertise and extensive experience to account for the combined needs of all the
sites that depend on the same hardware.

Avoiding Single Point of Failure
When the same hardware is shared for multiple sites, there is the danger of failure on one site
affecting all the other sites. For example, let’s say an undiscovered software defect in unique cir-
cumstances not only kills the application for that site, but somehow also crashes the entire appli-
cation server or even the operating system that the site is on. This would affect all the sites in
which applications are deployed on that machine.

Even with a single site, you need to try to avoid such failures, and normally the site’s com-
puting environment includes multiple servers that replicate each other’s functions. If one server
goes down, the others can pick up the load.

The same concept applies when multiple sites share the same set of machines—if one
machine goes down, the others can handle the customer requests in its place. However, from the
overall cost of view, there is an advantage to the case where multiple sites use the same hardware.
Building a resilient infrastructure where no single server can take the site down is expensive.
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When the applications of many sites share the same hardware, the company needs to invest only
in building one such infrastructure, which would save costs.

The same cost advantage applies when dealing with denial-of-service attack, in which
malicious hackers from the Internet bombard the site with millions of access requests, simply to
try and load the network or the hardware beyond its capacity.

During such an attack, the site could become too slow, or even completely inaccessible to
legitimate customers. The danger is that if the same hardware and the same network resources are
used by other sites, even though the attack focused on only one site, it inadvertently puts all the
sites out of business!

Creating network protection against such an attack is quite expensive, and when a secure
environment is created, it is much more cost-effective to employ the same infrastructure for many
sites. Nevertheless, you must realize that in the end, sharing of hardware does introduce depend-
encies among the sites. There will always be extreme and rare scenarios where the failure of one
site affects other sites. Sites that are built upon independent hardware do provide the maximum
resilience, provided that the company can invest in the necessary infrastructure, with duplicated
services, for each site.

However, for the vast majority of businesses, the
cost savings of shared infrastructure, such as reduced
hardware and software costs, allow the company to cre-
ate a single resilient infrastructure, which in the end
works sufficiently well for the company’s needs.

Hardware and Software Maintenance 
The problem of maintenance arises even if each site is deployed in its own independent environ-
ment with no sharing of software or hardware with other sites. The issue is that when it is neces-
sary to upgrade the hardware, it is common that the site would have to be taken down for the
duration of the upgrade, causing a temporary outage of the site.

One way to avoid this temporary outage is to upgrade the hardware in stages. For example,
if there are four machines that all run the same application, it might be possible to take down the
machines one by one so that at any given time, there are still three machines available to run the
site. This procedure, however, is probably more expensive and makes the entire upgrade process
last longer. 

If the upgrade is not for the improvement of each machine, but the replacement of all of
them, a temporary outage might be unavoidable. The least disruptive procedure to follow is to set
up the new servers in production environment, and when everything is ready, to do a quick
switch-over from the old servers to the new servers. This switch-over process might not be instan-
taneous, however, and a short outage of the site is often required; for example, to allow final test-
ing that ensures that the new installation works before making it available to customers.

A similar issue applies to software maintenance, such as installing fixes, or installing a new
version of any of the software, such as the operating system, application server, or application.
This upgrade process must take place during a scheduled maintenance window when the site is
temporarily taken down.
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Usually, the cost savings of shared
hardware and software allow the
company to invest in resiliency for
its commerce platform
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When the same hardware and application server is used by multiple sites, the issue of main-
tenance is complicated by the conflicting interests of the different sites. During the maintenance
window, all the sites will be down, and it might be more difficult to find a time window that is
acceptable to all sites.

For example, frequently a maintenance window is scheduled on weekends in the middle of
the night when the usage of the site is lowest. However, if the common installation is used to
operate sites around the world, there are always some sites that serve the needs of regions where
right now, it is their peak time of the day!

There are three common ways to deal with this problem of scheduling a maintenance win-
dow that affects all sites. The first is to avoid the need for such a window by making sure that at
least a portion of the production environment is always available to handle customer traffic. As
we described, this makes the upgrade process more complicated and takes more time, but it does
ensure the best availability of the sites.

The second way is to create several server farms, each one located in a large geographical
area. For example, one large manufacturer created three server farms: one for America, one for
Europe, and one for Asia. This approach increases the costs of the sites, but it does have advan-
tages. The hardware in each server farm is used by customers in the same geographical area with
a limited variation in their local time. Hence, it is possible to find a time window when it is night
in all the countries that make use of these servers, and scheduling an acceptable maintenance
window becomes much easier. 

Another advantage of having multiple server installations is for improved resilience. One
of the installations can go entirely down for a reason beyond anyone’s control, such as natural
disaster of a major power outage in that area. In this case, the other server farm can keep the
affected sites up and available to customers, while service is restored in the affected area.

The increased resilience of multiple server farms also allows for smoother upgrade
processes. The server farms are upgraded one by one, while the traffic to the sites that they nor-
mally serve is handled by the other server farms that are still available online.

If multiple server farms or machine-by-machine upgrades are not an option, the company
needs to deal with the issue in an administrative manner. Essentially, either by negotiation or by
imposition, a single common maintenance window is imposed on all the sites at the same time.
With a compromise, this window would be found at a time that might be inconvenient for some of
the sites but at least does not occur during the peak usage and does not violate the business-
critical requirements. The business then has to deal with the ramifications of this decision by
making sure that all site outages are planned for and are advertised well in advance.

Summary
We have seen that for multiple sites to share the same platform, it is important to plan the layout
of the hardware and software within the overall IT infrastructure. This planning must take into
account such aspects as security and performance requirements, and the administration needs of
the platform and of the sites.
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The first step to creating a shared platform is to standardize the company’s computing envi-
ronment, making sure that all sites use the same types of hardware, same operating systems, same
application servers, and the same databases.

The next step is to deploy the site applications within the same operating system, and even
within the same application server. With a truly shared platform, however, all the sites use the
same set of applications, and also the sites share the same data.

For this arrangement to work, the installation and maintenance must be carefully planned.
You need to ensure that the applications of all the sites can coexist within the same environment.
Make sure that the hardware is sized correctly; that is, that sufficient processing and database
resources are available to handle the load of all the sites. Another important consideration is to
avoid a single point of failure in which a problem on one site causes outage in other sites. Finally,
the operation of multiple sites on the same hardware and software infrastructure requires the
careful planning of maintenance and upgrades so that the maintenance procedures and schedule
are acceptable to the requirements and the business-critical needs of all the affected sites. 

To summarize the discussion, Table 14.1 lists the typical opportunities for sharing hard-
ware or software among sites. Table 14.2 shows the typical methods that can be employed to
share the infrastructure. Table 14.3 shows the typical challenges that must be overcome when
multiple sites share the same platform.

Table 14.1 Opportunities for Sharing Hardware or Software

Ways to 
Make it 

Sharing Easier or Challenges Techniques
Opportunity Benefits More Effective to Overcome to Employ 

Share the same Reduce hardware Different peak Different security Configure Web
web servers for and maintenance demand times requirements of server based on
multiple costs. for different sites. each site URL of request.
applications Different statistics Analyze statistics

necessary for based on URL of
different sites request.
Ability to Ensure URL is part
independently of all traces and
trace requests to logs.
each site and Standardize
determine the applications used 
actions taken by sites.
Incompatibility Careful design and
of application testing of the 
servers computing 

environment is 
necessary.
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Table 14.1 Opportunities for Sharing Hardware or Software (continued)

Ways to 
Make it 

Sharing Easier or Challenges Techniques
Opportunity Benefits More Effective to Overcome to Employ 

Share the same Reduce hardware, Not all Incompatibility Share same
application for software, and applications of applications hardware for all
multiple sites maintenance need to be shared the sites’

costs. at once—initially applications.
only a small Share both 
number of hardware and 
applications software.
might be shared. Share hardware, 

software, and data.

Share the quality Reduce hardware, Sharing a quality Incompatibility Even if sites do not
assurance software, and assurance of applications share hardware or
environment for maintenance environment software, it might
multiple sites costs. makes sense if be possible to

the production deploy different 
environment is applications used
shared. by one site on the

same hardware.
This can be easier 
for a quality 
assurance
environment where 
redundancy and 
high scalability 
are not critical.

Use Enterprise Reduce complexity Standardize on Companywide Standardize on 
Service Bus of integration the internal data deployment of messaging formats

with back-end exchange format. additional and system
systems. infrastructure interaction 
Reduce hardware. patterns.
ESB has additional 
benefits in 
configurable
message
translation and 
guaranteed
delivery of 
messages.
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Table 14.2 Typical Methods to Share Hardware or Software

Ways to Make
Sharing Types of It Easier or Challenges Techniques 
Method Sharing More Effective to Overcome to Employ 

Server Hardware only. Supported by many Each site requires Hardware 
partitioning hardware and completely partitioning.

operating system separate Operating system
vendors, VMware maintenance. partitioning.
application. Difficult to create Sever virtualization

additional sites. technology.
Impossible to 
create and maintain 
many sites.

Coexistence Hardware and Application vendors Matching of Coexistence of 
of applications software. publish their application applications within
for different supported versions with the same 
sites on the operating the software operating system.
same hardware system, application stack is difficult. Coexistence of 

server, and Site specific applications within
database versions. customizations the same 

can introduce application server.
dependencies on
specific versions
and can make 
sharing hardware 
or software 
impossible.

All sites Hardware, There are a number Poor design or Applications making
making use of software, and of commerce defects could use of the same 
the same data. applications that cause activities database server.
applications support the sharing within one site Multiple sites using

of data by multiple to affect other the same 
sites. sites. applications.

Use multiple 
instances of the 
same application to 
ensure availability 
and allow upgrades 
without disruption 
to commerce sites.
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Table 14.3 Technical Challenges of Sharing the Same Hardware and Software

Challenge to Overcome Possible Techniques to Employ

Difficulty of migrating all Follow a phased approach, where different shared applications
commerce applications of all are created or enhanced in each phase. This way, the overall
sites at once shared platform is created gradually. 

Scheduling a common Negotiate with all lines of business in which the sites use the 
maintenance window platform, and establish a common maintenance window.

Create multiple instances of the applications so that each instance 
can be maintained separately while the others are operational.
Design applications to be maintained while they are operational, 
without need for a maintenance window.

Avoid single points of failure Use replicated servers for all applications and databases.
A secure and reliable server environment is difficult and 
expensive to create; sharing such an environment among sites 
can be cheaper and easier than creating one for each site.

Application design Design the commerce applications that can be used for multiple
sites, but provide enough flexibility to preserve the individuality of
each site.

Hardware sizings Ensure the hardware used for the shared platform is sufficient to
handle the needs of all the sites, even during periods of peak
demand.
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C H A P T E R 1 5

Sharing Data

Key Concepts:

Associate data assets with sites 

Create sites within authorization domains

Allow sharing of data among multiple commerce sites by using Model Sites

This chapter explores the techniques that you can employ for multiple sites to share data. Cer-
tainly, it is not our goal to give a complete design of a commerce application. This task would be
too big for this book, and also with the creativity of computer engineers, many good designs can
work for a multisite commerce application. 

Our purpose is to give a number of key ideas and suggestions that have been proven in the
past to be effective when incorporated in commerce application architecture and design. We
focus on helping make the application usable in a multisite environment. This relates to aspects
such as the object layout in the system and relations among different data objects. We also look at
the design of the business logic related to various commerce capabilities to see how the logic can
be structured to optimize the sharing of data among sites. 

We fully recognize that these ideas and suggestions are by no means the only valid ones,
and designers might have their own ideas, possibly better than the ones laid down here, or more
appropriate in a particular company’s situation. If you disagree with our ideas and have a com-
pletely different approach, we wish you well on charting another path in this exciting domain of
multisite application design. 

The larger goal is to show the thought processes behind the design of this application. We
also hope that by exploring the ideas we present, you will be convinced that a platform for multi-
site commerce is technically feasible, and you can create a multisite commerce application. It is
our hope to demonstrate that the technical challenges involved in this application can be over-
come, and that there are solutions that can satisfy the varying requirements of many completely
different sites of a large company, with a single shared application.
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Data Assets
At a high level, each site has a number of data assets that are used for its operation. Typical
examples of such data assets include the catalog, prices, inventory, advertisements, promotions,
marketing campaigns, and presentation template. 

Some data assets do not directly represent any business object, but rather are necessary for
the configuration of the site. Examples of such assets might include access control policies, secu-
rity settings, languages and currencies supported by the site, or definitions of the units of measure
and the conversions between them. All these assets are stored either in the database or in the file
system. The logic of the commerce application is designed to respond to customer requests in
accordance with this data.

Depending on the nature of each data asset, it is administered either by IT personnel or by
the line of business administrators. For example, usually catalog and prices are managed by the
relevant lines of business, whereas the management of the access control policies is an IT task. 

Generally, tools are provided for administrators to manage the data assets, and all adminis-
trators are granted access to the tools that they need and the portion of assets that they are author-
ized to manage.

Site Object
At a high level, a commerce application is comprised of programmed business logic and a set of
data assets. If the application were to be used for only one site, this set of commerce objects is
sufficient. However, if the same application must be used for multiple sites, an additional object
must be introduced, namely a Site.

The Site encapsulates the concept of an online commerce site. Each of the company’s
online sites is represented within the application by an instance of this object. When a new site is
created, a new Site object must be instantiated. Similarly, if the records related to a Site object
were to be removed from the database, the site would be effectively destroyed.

As any other object, the Site object would have a number of properties. For example, the
state of a Site object would indicate whether the site is available to customers. So a temporary
shutdown of the site would be implemented as changing the state of the corresponding Site object
from active to inactive. 

The Site object needs many other properties. For example, it needs a name to display to
customers and to administrators. There would be settings such as the default language in which
information displays, and the currency in which prices are shown, and so on, in accordance with
the company’s requirements for its sites.

Some information associated with the site might not be expressed as a property of the
object, but as objects in their own rights. For example, there might be products that are created in
the context of the site, or prices that are meant to apply only within the site. The site can have
marketing campaigns and advertisements, promotions, and much other data associated with it.
All this data presumably would be stored in the database and associated with the Site object. 

288 Chapter 15 Sharing Data

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



Administration of Data Assets with Multiple Sites
In general, the administration of a site requires many different tools, each designed for a specific
task. For example, there should be a tool to manage the catalog, a tool for marketing campaigns,
and a tool to manage orders. There can be tools for customer service or a tool for managing the
look and feel of the site. In some cases, many of these tools are implemented within a single
application, whereas sometimes an entire application can be dedicated to a single tool. Regard-
less of how many applications are involved, the fundamental feature in a shared environment is
that each application serves all sites. So the catalog management application would be used for
all sites, as would be the site design application and the order management application. 

In addition to these tools for managing site data, there is the need for a global site manage-
ment tool that would be used to manage the sites. An administrator would use this tool to create
new sites, view the list of sites, shut down a site, or activate it. The administrator can also choose
to edit the site’s business data, such as the catalog, prices, shipping charges, payment methods,
and so on. Such a tool would be made available to IT personnel or the line of business personnel
responsible for managing the company’s sites.

There are several different ways to structure the
administration flow. One approach is to first select the site
and then enter the administration console for that site,
which presents all the tools that this person is authorized
to use. For example, to edit the description of a product,
the administrator would first select the site and then view
the tools that she is allowed to use within that site, such as
the catalog editing tool, marketing tool, customer service
tool, order management tool, and so on. The administrator
would select the catalog management tool and then find
the right product and modify its description.

A different approach would be for the administrator to first select the tool and then select
the site. To edit the description of a product, the administrator would first view the tools that she
has access to. She would select the catalog editing tool and within that tool would find the site
where changes need to be made. Within the context of that site, the administrator would now use
this tool to find the right product and modify its description.

Site Access Control
An individual administrator might not have access to all sites but should be authorized to admin-
ister only certain specific sites. For example, if sites are created for many countries, a particular
administrator might be authorized only for the North American sites, or only for the European
sites, or even only for the site of a single country. This means, that the list of sites that an adminis-
trator sees must be in accordance with his authorization and must follow the platform’s access
control policies. 
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When multiple sites are man-
aged by a single application, the
administration of the sites
requires an additional step to
select the relevant site. For
example, before managing the
catalog, the administrator needs
to select the site in which the cat-
alog is to be looked at. 
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To illustrate this better, let’s compare this to regular
access control. It is common to employ access control to
restrict the access of an administrator to only certain cate-
gories within the catalog. There could be finer grain control
of actions, where some administrators might modify only
descriptions, whereas others could also modify prices.
From authorization point of view, the objects within the
catalog are treated as resources, and access control is used
to authorize site users to the resources and to specify the
actions that they can initiate on those resources.

A Site object must be also treated as a resource, the
same as any other commerce data so that each administra-
tor might be authorized to access certain sites. Further-
more, within each site an administrator might need
detailed authorization on the actions that he can do. For
example, a product administrator might activate the cata-
log management tool for a site but not the order manage-
ment tool.

It is not uncommon that an administrator would act in different capacities in different sites.
The same person might be authorized to invoke the catalog management tool for one site and the
marketing management tool for another site. Therefore, in addition to treating a site as a resource,
you can specify the actions that each person is allowed to take within that resource.

One other complication that arises with access control in multisite environment has to do
with role definitions. Often different sites might need to assign completely different roles to their
administrators. For example, a B2B site might have the role of a contract administrator, which
does not exist in a B2C site. 

Site Authorization Domain
To address all the access control requirements, we introduce the concept of a site authorization
domain. An authorization domain defines the set of roles that apply to it and the access control
policies that determine the capabilities of each role. The idea of authorization domains is illus-
trated in Figure 15.1.

Each authorization domain is associated with a list of roles and the set of access control
policies that apply to those roles. For example, the policies might indicate that a product adminis-
trator might invoke the catalog tool but not the marketing tool or that the contract administrator
might view customer orders but not edit them. 

Each site is associated with a single authorization domain, and it is this association that
determines the site’s set of roles and access control policies that apply to them.
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A Site object must be treated as
a resource from an access con-
trol point of view so that an
administrator can have access to
only one or several of the sites
managed by an application. 

Even when an administrator or
customer has access to multiple
sites, the permissions within the
sites might be different; for
example, they might have differ-
ent roles in the context of differ-
ent sites.

The set of roles used by sites
might be different because some
of the roles in one site might be
inapplicable to another site.
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Role Definitions for B2C Sites

• Site Manager
• Product Administrator
• Marketing Administrator
• Order Administrator
• Blog Screener

Access
Control

Policies for
B2C Roles

Role Definitions for B2B Sites

• Site Manager
• Product Administrator
• Marketing Administrator
• Contract Administrator
• Order Administrator

Access
Control

Policies for
B2C Roles

Authorization Domain for B2B
Sites

Authorization Domain for B2C
Sites

B2C Site for Canada B2C Site for USA B2B Site for Canada B2B Site for USA

Figure 15.1 Placement of sites within authorization domains 

In Figure 15.1, the B2C site requires an administrative role called “Blog screener,” which is
responsible for reviewing blogs that customers post about their experience with the products. In
this example, we assume that such blogging capability is available only on the B2C site, and the
“blog screener” role is only necessary there. However, the B2B site does not need blog screeners,
and the role should not be available within the context of that site.

Similarly, the B2B site has the role of “contract administrator,” which is responsible for the
creation and management of pricing contracts negotiated with the customer companies. This role
is relevant only in the context of B2B and should not be available within the B2C site.

This arrangement based on authorization domains is
quite flexible; it allows the company to adjust the access
control to the requirements of each set of sites. At the
same time, it allows sites to share the definitions of roles
and policies, rather than having to redefine them for each
site. Generally, the definition of roles and access control
policies is a complex and laborious IT task, and allowing
multiple sites to share these definitions is valuable in a
multisite commerce platform. 

Authorization domains allow mul-
tiple sites to share the definitions
of administrator roles and the rel-
evant access control policies.
The company can create the
necessary authorization domains
for its business so that each site
can be assigned to the most
appropriate domain.
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Figure 15.2 Hierarchical authorization domains

Hierarchical Authorization Domains
Frequently a situation arises where the same set of access control policies applies to many sites.
All the sites use the same kinds of roles, and the meaning of all the roles is the same for all of
them. In this scenario, these sites should share the definition of the roles and the access control
policies for them.

However, sometimes an individual site might need to make use of only a subset of roles,
whereas the other roles defined by the authorization domain would not be permitted on this site.
To make this possible, a site should subscribe to a subset of the roles.

To illustrate this, let’s consider the previous scenario with B2B and B2C sites, but this time
we want to have a single definition of all the roles and access policies. To do this, we create a top-
level administration domain that defines the common roles. In addition, we create two subdo-
mains: one for B2B and one for B2C, as shown in Figure 15.2.

Each subdomain subscribes to the subset of roles that are relevant to it. Thus, the B2B site
does not subscribe to the Blog Screener role, whereas the B2C site does not subscribe to the Con-
tract Administrator role. 

With this arrangement, each site manages only its role subscription, which is a relatively
small set of data. At the same time, both sites share the same role definitions and the same access
control policies, which constitute the bulk of access configuration for the commerce platform.
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Granting Access 
When an administrator is assigned access to a site, it is not sufficient to simply grant him a role.
You need to also specify the sites in which that role applies. For example, an administrator might
need the role of Product Administrator for all North American B2B sites and also the role of Con-
tract Administrator restricted just to the Canadian B2B site.

It is necessary for the access control system to scope the assignment of roles, which can
done in a number of different ways. One simple technique is to treat each authorization assign-
ment as a combination of three values: User, Role, and Site. Whenever a role is granted to a cus-
tomer or an administrator, that access is only given within the context of a particular site. If the
person needs access to multiple sites, she must be granted separate access for each site-role com-
bination.

However, often a single person might need access to multiple sites, and with this approach,
the number of access requests and grants will quickly grow out of control. For example, if there
are 50 administrators, and on average each administrator has 3 roles in 5 sites, altogether there are
750 (50 × 3 × 5) role assignments that have to be done to make sure everyone is authorized to do
their job. The management of roles can become a nightmare.

In addition, when a new site is created, each
administrator needs to request access to it, rather than
being allowed to access to it automatically. This makes
site creation slower and more complicated.

A different approach is to assign authorizations not
to sites, but to authorization domains. In the example in
Figure 15.2, an authorization could be assigned to a per-
son to act as Product Administrator within the global authorization domain for all sites. This
single assignment would allow the administrator to work in all sites within that authorization
domain; in this case, all sites in the United States and in Canada. If any new sites are later created
within that authorization domain, the administrator can automatically have access to them with-
out any additional work.

If you need to further restrict the administrator’s access to only certain sites within that
domain, you can use authorization subdomains as the mechanism of grouping sites. As shown in
Figure 15.2, you can grant access to an administrator to sites in the authorization domain for B2B
sites, in which case that person would administer both the United States and Canada B2B sites. 

This works well because you can create an arbitrary number of subdomains, down to the
level of individual sites. In Figure 15.2, there is even an authorization domain created for each
site so that if necessary access can be granted to each site individually.

For maximum flexibility, you can create an alternative grouping of sites, rather than rely on
the groupings of authorization domains. Each group of sites would be treated as a resource, and
the authorization to the group grants the user access to all sites in the group, as shown in Figure
15.3.

Role assignment is valid only in
the context of a site; however,
explicitly specifying a site each
time a role is granted can make
access control difficult to manage. 
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B2C Site for USA B2C Site for Canada B2B Site for Canada B2B Site for USA

Role Definitions for B2C Sites

• Site Manager
• Product Administrator
• Marketing Administrator
• Order Administrator

Access
Control
Policies
for B2C
Roles

Role Definitions for B2B Sites

• Site Manager
• Product and Marketing

Administrator
• Contract Administrator
• Order Administrator

Access
Control
Policies
for B2C
Roles

Group of Canadian Sites

Authorization Domain for B2B
Sites

Authorization Domain for B2C
Sites

Product Administrator

Order Administrator

Group of USA Sites

Figure 15.3 Authorization of administrators to multiple sites 

In this example, the administrator acts as Product Administrator within both Canadian sites and
also as Order Administrator within the Canadian B2C site. Depending on the complexity of the
company, you can make this arrangement arbitrarily complex. For example, you can try to sup-
port nested groups of sites in which a group consists of other groups. You can also try to create
groups in a tree structure so that the authorization to a top-level node in the tree grants the appro-
priate rights in all sites within that branch. 

The more grouping constructs created, the more complex access control becomes, and the
more training is required for administrators to understand all the intricacies of the commerce plat-
form. You need to understand the structure of the company and the number of the sites and the
relationships between them to ensure that the access control scheme is as simple as possible.

In most cases, a single grouping construct is suffi-
cient and introducing grouping hierarchies would bring
unnecessary complexity that would confuse both the IT
personnel and the line of business administrators. 

In the vast majority of cases, the concept of groups
of sites is entirely unnecessary. Rather, it is sufficient to
allow scoping access only to authorization domains. 

Role assignment can be granted
in the context of an authorization
domain. In most cases, this is
sufficient for scoping the users’
access to the sites managed by
the commerce platform.
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Theoretically, authorization domains are a concept used for role definition, which is completely
different from access scoping and access control. However, in practice reusing the same construct
for both purposes is quite effective, and the single concept can be used for both purposes. This is
convenient because it makes the entire authorization and access control system simpler to
understand.

Associating Data Assets with Sites
We have seen that a commerce application operates on a number of data assets, which are used by
multiple sites. In a multisite application, many of the data assets must be made available not only
to one site, but also to many sites. For example, the same catalog might be made available to all
the worldwide sites, whereas a marketing campaign might be made available to all sites within a
single region. Therefore, there is a need to establish a mechanism for associating the data assets
to sites. 

The most straight-forward approach would be to create direct associations between data
objects and sites. For example, you can create tables that map products to sites. To illustrate this,
let’s consider an example of a company that has two brands, and each brand has sites for different
countries, as is shown in Figure 15.4.
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Figure 15.4 Example of a multisite business 

In this example, each brand has its own catalog, and all the brand’s sites make use of that catalog.
There is a need for a table to map catalogs to sites, as is shown in Table 15.1.

Brand A Brand B

USA Site for 
Brand A

Canadian Site for
Brand A

USA Site for
Brand B

Canadian Site for
Brand B

German Site for
Brand B

UK Site for Brand A

Catalog for Brand A
Category A1

Category A2

Product A11

Product A12

Product A21

Product A22

Catalog for Brand B
Category B1

Category B2

Product B11

Product B12

Product B21

Product B22
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Table 15.1 Mapping of Catalogs to Sites

Catalog Site

Catalog for Brand A Brand A site for United States

Catalog for Brand A Brand A site for Canada

Catalog for Brand A Brand A site for Germany

Catalog for Brand B Brand B site for United States

Catalog for Brand B Brand B site for Canada

Catalog for Brand B Brand B site for UK

While each brand’s catalog is mostly shared among the brand’s sites, usually each site does not
make use of the entire catalog, but only a portion of it.  So there would need to be several tables
that describe which site uses which categories and which products, as you see in Tables 15.2 
and 15.3.

296 Chapter 15 Sharing Data

Table 15.2 Mapping of Categories to Sites

Category Site

Category A1 Brand A site for United States

Category A1 Brand A site for Canada

Category A1 Brand A site for UK

Category A2 Brand A site for United States

Category A2 Brand A site for Canada

Category B1 Brand B site for United States

Category B1 Brand B site for Canada

Category B1 Brand B site for Germany

Category B2 Brand B site for United States

Category B2 Brand B site for Germany

Table 15.3 Mapping of Products to Sites

Product Site

Product A11 Brand A site for United States

Product A11 Brand A site for Canada

Product A11 Brand A site for UK

Product A12 Brand A site for United States

Product A12 Brand A site for UK

Product A21 Brand A site for Canada

Product A22 Brand A site for United States

Product A22 Brand A site for Canada

Product B11 Brand B site for United States

Product B11 Brand B site for Germany

Product B12 Brand B site for United States

Product B12 Brand B site for Canada

Product B12 Brand B site for Germany

Product B21 Brand B site for United States

Product B21 Brand B site for Germany

Product B22 Brand B site for United States
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According to these tables, the full catalog of Brand A is available in the United States, except for
product A21, which is not available in this country. The entire Category A2 belonging to Brand A
is not available in UK. Furthermore, Product A12 is not available in Canada, even though its cat-
egory is. Similarly, within the catalog of Brand 2, category B2 is not available in Canada. At the
same time, Product B11 is not sold in Canada, though its category is, and Product B22 is not
available in Germany, though the corresponding Category B2 is shown to German customers.

Although we gave the example of associating catalog data with multiple sites, the same
applies to other kinds of data. For example, you can make marketing collateral available to mul-
tiple sites, or even make inventory available to multiple sites. 

When the data has been mapped appropriately, the business logic of the application must be
written in such a way as to take these mapping relationships into account. This means that catalog
search and catalog presentation must not only look at catalog data, but also look at whether the
data is available in the site that the customer is accessing. Similarly, when looking up inventory,
the logic must not only find inventory for the item, but also make sure that it is made available to
the site where the order is placed.

Disadvantages of Direct Mapping of Data Assets to Sites
The mapping of data objects to sites seems simple to implement. From an application point of
view, all that is necessary is to create the right set of association tables for each kind of data asset,
and to ensure that the business logic is written to respect these relationships. However, in reality
this method of sharing data among sites has many problems that make it quite impractical, espe-
cially when many sites are involved.

The first problem that we see is the enormous proliferation of data. In the example of cata-
log-related associations, the information about products and categories, such as product descrip-
tions and images, is not duplicated because all sites share a single source of catalog data.
However, to make this information available to each site, you need to create a multitude of asso-
ciations. These associations by themselves quickly accumulate into a large amount of data. In the
worst case, you have to associate most products in a large catalog with each site; this requires tens
or hundreds of millions of entries in the database association tables. 

In addition to having a large volume of individual associations for each kind of objects, we
must realize that there would be many kinds of objects that require these associations. Such var-
ied kinds of data assets, such as products, categories, prices, advertising materials, marketing
campaigns, inventory, site text, web pages, and so on, all need to be shared among multiple sites.
If each of these assets needs to be individually associated with each site where it is used, the
application needs to support dozens or even hundreds of tables that map assets to sites. This intro-
duces a large complexity in the design of the application and especially increases the complexity
of the database schema.

Originally, the idea of associating data assets with sites was needed to allow the sharing of
data among multiple sites to reduce the volume of data. However, we see that in reality, the data
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management problem of multiple sites is not solved, but instead this approach merely creates
another problem, namely the management of data associations.

Another problem that is created by directly associating each type of assets with sites is that
such associations are hard for line of business personnel to administer. As shown in Table 15.2, it
is difficult to determine which products and which categories each site actually has. In reality,
most products and categories are shared by multiple sites, but looking at the associations’ tables it
is difficult to determine which ones. 

Finally, there is another problem created by directly associating data assets with sites, which
has to do with ownership of data. Let’s say a product is available on several sites. The question
becomes this: Who is authorized to modify this product or its associated information? Would it be
appropriate for all Product Administrators of all associated sites to change this product? 

Normally such a policy would be inappropriate. The shared catalog is created and managed
by a central group of product administrators who make it available to all sites. The administrators
of each site do not have the ability to modify the shared products but only to select which prod-
ucts apply to them and to make a few relevant overrides, such as setting the local price or in rare
cases providing a description more appropriate to their customers.

However, the administrators of each site might
need the ability to create products that are available only
in their site. Such site-specific products are a common
business requirement, and they are managed by the prod-
uct administrators of that site. It is therefore impossible
to create a consistent access control policy that applies to
all cases. You cannot specify that product administrators
are allowed to manage products associated with their site
because that might not be the case if the products are
shared. At the same time, product administrators should
have this ability if the product were created within the
context of that site!

What we see is that when products are directly
associated with each site, it is difficult to determine who
should be authorized to manage this information. Cer-
tainly, you can solve this problem by creating another set
of relationships, associating each product with the
administrators or groups of administrators that are
authorized to modify it. However, this merely makes the
problem bigger because now there is even more data to
manage, and even more complexity is required from the
access control system. 
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You can share data among sites 
by directly associating each data
object with each site in which it is
to be made available. However, 
this technique creates several
problems:

• A large volume of data created
to keep track of the associations.

• The associations are difficult 
to understand and to manage 
by the line of business 
administrators.

• The complexity of database
schema and business logic is
significantly increased.

• The problem of ownership of
data is created, in which it is not
clear who should have the right
to modify the shared data.

Because of these issues, direct
data-site associations are often not
the best solution to the problem of
sharing data among sites.
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The same issue applies with any data assets. Essentially, the idea of directly associating
data assets with sites must be accompanied by an additional sophisticated infrastructure for man-
aging the ownership and access rights to each asset.

With all these problems, we see that site-data associations are not the best solution to the
problem of sharing data among sites. Although this technique might be acceptable in some cases,
it breaks down whenever there are complex requirements for sharing large volumes of data
among many sites, with many different administrators involved.

Model Sites
It would be convenient if all data assets were always created and managed within the context of
only a single site. If this were true, many of the issues we saw with direct data-site association
would go away. For example, it would become intuitively obvious how to assign access rights to
administrators—simply grant them the appropriate roles within the context of the site that owns
the data. It would also be clear to both IT personnel and line of business administrators how to
access and modify the data—they need to perform management tasks in the context of the site
that owns the data. If all data is always owned by a single site, the database schema doesn’t need
to be complicated by numerous relationships, and there is no need to manage the large volume of
data associations.

However, although the ownership of data within a
single site is convenient, we also must provide a way for
data to be shared by multiple sites. To achieve this pur-
pose, we introduce the concept of model sites.

Just like an online commerce site, a model site con-
tains data assets that provide service to customers. However, unlike an online site, a model site is
not normally directly accessed by customers. A model site might not have all the data assets nec-
essary to enable it to be opened to customers. For example, a model site might contain only cata-
log data, or only marketing data, whereas all the other data necessary for a commerce site could
be missing.

The idea of a model site is to use it as a container where data assets are kept, as shown in
Figure 15.5.

Each online site is associated with the model site. As a result of this association, all data
assets within the model site are automatically made available to the associated sites. In the
example, sites A, B, and C all share the same catalog, presentation template, and marketing
assets.

This idea of model sites is convenient from a data management point of view. The assets
that need to be shared among multiple sites are placed within the model site, whereas locally
unique data assets are placed in the context of the relevant site.

Model Sites 299

Within the commerce platform,
all data assets must be created
in the context of a site.
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Online Commerce
Site A

Model Site

Shared Catalog Shared Marketing
Campaigns

Shared Presentation
Template

Online Commerce
Site B

Online Commerce
Site C

Figure 15.5 Sharing data using model sites 

In Figure 15.6, there is a shared catalog that is used by both
site A and site B. However, each of the online sites man-
ages its own price list, which is not meant to be shared, but
is specific to each site. Site A also created additional prod-
ucts, which are unique within that site, and site B created
additional marketing campaigns, which are only used
within that site and are not made available to other sites.

A model site contains data assets
that can be used by many com-
merce sites. Any commerce site
associated with the model site
automatically inherits the data
assets that exist within the model
site.

Online Commerce Site A Online Commerce Site B

Products Unique to 
Site A

Price List
Unique to

Site A

Price List
Unique to

Site B

Marketing Campaigns
Unique to Site B

Model Site

Shared Catalog Shared Marketing
Campaigns

Shared Presentation
Template

Figure 15.6 Shared data and site specific data 
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Fundamentally, the concept of model sites creates a con-
sistent multisite environment in which all data is always
created in the context of a single site. Depending on which
site owns the data, it might be shared among multiple
sites, or it might be available only within a single site. 

Administration of Data in Model Sites
Before we proceed to further elaborate the concept and the
usages of model sites, consider how data can be adminis-
tered in this environment. With model sites, data assets are
essentially partitioned into shared and nonshared components. Shared assets are placed within
the model site, whereas nonshared assets are placed within the commerce sites.

Because a model site is treated as simply a type of
site, the same set of administration tools can manage both
shared and site specific data. The administrator needs to
simply select the site that they need to work on, and the
tool presents the relevant data. As we described, access
control based on authorization domains can determine
whether a person is authorized to modify site specific data, shared data, or both.

Normally, we would expect a central team of administrators to manage the shared catalog,
whereas each country has its own administrators to manage its own products, as shown in 
Figure 15.7.

Figure 15.7 also shows that typically commerce sites and model sites would be expected to be
placed in different authorization domains. After all, the administration requirements of model sites
are different from commerce sites. For example, because customers usually do not directly access
model sites, there is no need for order administrators or customer administrators in model sites. 

In addition, the access control policies for model
sites might be different compared to country sites. To
illustrate this, let’s say that in the example in Figure 15.7,
prices are not managed in the model site, but the adminis-
trators of each individual site must create their own price
list. In this case, the person with the Product Administrator
role in the model site should not have the ability to set
prices. However, granting a person the Product Adminis-
trator role in a country site does give him the ability to set prices. This difference in rights can be
accounted for because these different sites are placed into different authorization domains in
which the role definitions are associated with different access control policies.
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From an administration point of
view, a model site is treated the
same as a commerce site. The
only difference is that commerce
sites might be accessed by both
customers and administrators,
whereas model sites can be
accessed only by administrators
to manage the data assets.

The same administration tools
can manage data assets within
both model sites and commerce

Model sites and commerce sites
should be placed within different
authorization domains. This way
you can distinguish between the
access control policies of these
types of sites.

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

302 Chapter 15 Sharing Data

Authorization Domain for
Model Site Authorization Domain for

Country Sites

Model Site

Site for USA

Role Definitions for
Model Site

• Site Manager
• Product Administrator

Access
Control
Policies

for
Model
Site

Role Definitions for
Country Sites

• Site Manager
• Product Administrator
• Marketing Manager
• Contract Manager
• Order Administrator
• Customer Administrator

Access
Control
Policies

for
Country

Sites

Site for Canada Site for
Germany

Shared Catalog

USA-Specific
Products

Canada-Specific
Products

Germany-Specific
Products

Role: Product
Administrator

Role:
Product

Administrator

Role: Product
Administrator

Role: Product
Administrator

Shared
Catalog

Administrator

Canada Product
Administrator

Germany Product
Administrator

USA
Product

Administrator

Figure 15.7 Authorization of administrators to shared and site specific data 

Managing Data Assets in Multiple Sites

In some cases, the company might want to hire a single administrator to manage multiple sites. In
this case, this administrator needs to be authorized to each of the sites where she operates, as
shown in Figure 15.8. 

In this example, there is a single administrator for the Spanish and Portuguese sites.
Depending on what site he logs in to, he sees the products appropriate to that site. In the Spanish
site, he sees the shared catalog and the Spain products, and while administering the Portugal site
he sees the shared catalog and the Portugal products.

In this scheme, we employ access control techniques, such as role assignments, to permit
administrators access to data in certain sites. However, access control alone is insufficient to pro-
vide the scope of work for an administrator. The additional data level scoping is done by the
administration tools to show only the data that is relevant in the scope of the current site. The soft-
ware must be aware of the site that the administrator entered, and only products that are available
within that site appear. 
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USA
Product

Administrator

Role: Product
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Figure 15.8 Authorization of administrators to multiple commerce sites 

In the case of catalog administration, the administrator
sees the products that are defined in the shared model site
and the products created in the site he is working. How-
ever, the catalog administrators are permitted to modify
only the products created in their own site. Although the
administrators can view all products that are available
from the model site, the tool should not allow them to
modify the shared products. In other words, the catalog
management application must distinguish between the
products, based on the site in which they are defined. The
administrator is given either view-only or view-and-
modify rights, depending on where the products come from. The same applies to all other kinds of
data—the software must present the data assets defined in the current site together with data
assets that come from the model site. However, the administrators are allowed to modify only the
data that is owned by the current site.

An administrator might view or
modify data created within her
site, but she might view data that
only comes from the model site.
The software presents data to
users not only in accordance with
their authorization, but also
based on whether the data
resides in the commerce site or
in the model site.
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Managing Both Shared and Site-Specific Data Assets

Another situation can arise when a single administrator needs to manage both shared and coun-
try-specific data. To give this situation a business background, one example where it can easily
occur is when country sites are employed. Let’s say a U.S.-based company needs to expand to
other markets. The U.S. branch of the business is responsible for managing the master catalog.
However, in addition to selling products from the master catalog, each country also wants to cre-
ate bundles of products that are relevant only to their market.

We thus see that there are two types of product administrators, which have different access
rights depending on their country. U.S. product administrators view and modify all product infor-
mation for the shared catalog and create and modify U.S.-specific bundles. Administrators for
other country sites view the master catalog, but they cannot modify it. They can, however, create
additional products or bundles of products on their site; they might also set prices for all products
on their site.

To summarize this situation, we arrive at what seem like conflicting requirements:

• The product administrators of most country sites need to view the shared catalog and to
create and modify site-specific products and bundles. They should have no ability to
modify the shared catalog. They should also have no ability to view or modify products
or bundles specific to other sites.

• Product administrators of the United States site need to view and edit both the shared
catalog and the U.S. site-specific bundles. They should have no ability to view or modify
products or bundles specific to other sites.

The access control requirements are summarized in Table 15.4.

Table 15.4 Access Control Requirements by Product Administrators of Different Sites

View Modify View Modify View or 
Products Products Products in Products in Modify 
in Shared in Shared Administrator’s Administrator’s Products in
Catalog Catalog Site Sites Other Sites

Product Yes Yes Yes Yes No
administrators
for U.S. sites 

Product Yes No Yes Yes No
administrators
for other 
country sites
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Fulfilling all these access requirements is easy and intuitive when model sites and authorization
domains are used. Figure 15.9 shows an example of a setup that would work for this case.

The administrators of country sites are given only the Product Administrator role within
their site. This gives them the ability to modify their own products and set prices. Because the site
where they operate is associated with the model site, they also have the ability to view the shared
catalog.

The administrators of the U.S. site are also given the
Product Administrator role within the U.S. site. In addi-
tion, these administrators also have the Product Adminis-
trator role within the model site. As a result, they can
manage both the shared and the U.S.-specific products.

Model Sites 305

By assigning appropriate roles
within the commerce site and its
model site, an administrator is
able to view or modify both
shared and site-specific data.

Figure 15.9 Authorization of single administrator to both shared and site specific data 
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Avoiding Fragmentation of Data Administration

One important issue that must be overcome when model sites are employed is the fragmentation
of data administration. To explain this issue, let’s go back to Figure 15.9, where the shared cata-
log is defined within the model site, and the U.S. site also has additional products created within
its context. Now imagine a product administrator who needs the ability to modify both the shared
products and the site-specific products in the U.S. site.

If this product administrator is logged into the U.S. site, presumably, the catalog manage-
ment tool that she uses would allow her to view the combined catalog of shared and country-spe-
cific products. The administrator can now modify the country-specific products and set prices. 

However, what happens if the product administrator decides that she needs to modify a
product in the shared catalog? It would be inconvenient for her to move out of the catalog man-
agement tool for the country site and enter the tool for the model site. Within the model site, she
would need to find the products all over again, but this time, of course, she sees only the shared
products and not the country-specific products. This can be quite inconvenient for the administra-
tor because such a context switch can waste time and finding the products again might not 
be easy.

The root of the problem is that the administrator must access a different site, depending on
which products she wants to edit. If she accesses the model site, she can see only the shared prod-
ucts and modify them. If she accesses the country site, she can see both shared and country-
specific products but can modify only the shared products. Although sometimes this behavior can
be appropriate for the company’s requirements, frequently it is both confusing and inconvenient.
From the administrator’s point of view, she has a fragmented interface, where she must go to dif-
ferent places to carry out largely the same tasks.

To resolve this difficulty, it is useful for the business logic in the catalog management tool
to have additional intelligence about both the administrator’s access rights and the context. Even
if the administrator works in the context of the country site, the tool might still allow her to mod-
ify the shared catalog, if she has the appropriate role in the model site. Here is a way to summa-
rize the access control policy, which would be defined in the country site authorization domain.

Country site authorization domain policy for product administrator role:

• The product administrator can view all products created in the current site.

• The product administrator may view all products in the associated model site.

• The product administrator may modify all products created in the current site.

• The product administrator may modify all products created in the associated model site,
provided that this administrator also has the Product Administrator role in that model
site’s authorization domain.

This access control policy for the Product Administrator role would be defined in the authoriza-
tion domain for commerce sites. However, the model site authorization domain would not need
this complexity, but a much simpler policy would be sufficient.
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Model site authorization domain policy for product administrator role:

• The product administrator can view all products
created in the current site.

• The product administrator can modify all prod-
ucts created in the current site.

If the business logic in the product administration tool
accepts these access control policies, the tool will present
an interface that is truly appropriate to the context. Even
within the country’s commerce site, the administrator
would be able to modify the shared catalog, if she has the
right role assigned to her in the model site that owns the
shared catalog.

Model Site Responsibilities
So far, in the examples shown, an online site was associated with a single model site, which holds
many kinds of data assets. However, this does not need to be the case, and it is usually preferable
for a model site to have a strictly defined purpose.

Consider the example in Figure 15.10. Here there are three model sites: one contains only cat-
alog data assets, one contains only presentation data assets, and one only contains marketing data
assets. Each commerce site is associated with those model sites that it requires. Site A is associated
with all three sites, which means that it uses the shared catalog, the shared marketing campaigns,
and the shared presentation template. Site B only uses the shared catalog and the presentation tem-
plate; however, it does not use the shared marketing campaigns. Instead, the administrators of site B
are responsible for preparing all the marketing material that their site requires.
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To avoid fragmentation of admin-
istration workflow, it is important
that an administrator is not forced
to unnecessarily move from site
to site. The administration tools
should be designed to look at the
user’s roles and access rights,
and at the origin of the data.
Depending on her rights, the
administrator may be allowed to
modify data in the model site,
even if she is currently accessing
the commerce site. 

Online Commerce Site A Online Commerce Site B

Products Unique to 
Site A

Price List
Unique to

Site A

Price List
Unique to

Site B

Marketing Campaigns
for Site B

Catalog Model Site

Shared Catalog

Marketing Model Site

Shared Marketing
Campaigns

Presentation Model Site

Shared Presentation
Template

Figure 15.10 Single purpose model sites 
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Figure 15.11 Typical model site responsibilities

In this arrangement, two types of model sites are created. One is used for the data assets related to
the catalog, such as the product and category definitions, up-sell and cross-sell definitions, and
inventory. The other model site is used for data assets that are more related to presentation of the
site, such as the look and feel, and the marketing campaigns and collateral.

The reason for this particular separation of responsibilities of model sites is that it allows
the sharing of data with the fewest number of model sites and the necessary associations. Figure
15.12 demonstrates how this arrangement can be used.

In this example, there is a single catalog model site that is used by all the company’s 
commerce sites. This is typical when a company has a single catalog of products that is used
worldwide. 

The company created two presentation model sites: one for B2B and one for B2C. This is
because the presentation of the site depends on the market that the site serves. B2C sites have a
different layout and a different flow than B2C sites. Similarly, marketing campaigns are likely to
be designed differently for the B2C consumers, compared to business customers. 
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Presentation Model Site

• Shared Presentation Template
• Shared Marketing Collateral
• Shared Marketing Campaigns

Catalog Model Site

• Shared Catalog
• Shared Inventory
• Shared Price Lists
• Shared Up-Sells and Cross-Sells

Online Commerce Site A Online Commerce Site B

Products Unique to 
Site A

Price List
Unique to

Site A

Price List
Unique to

Site B

Marketing Campaigns
for Site B

In reality, using a separate model site for each type of data asset is not necessary, and it introduces
too many site relationships. It is much better to combine several kinds of data assets in a single
model site so that a single relationship between a commerce site and a model site allows the shar-
ing of many kinds of data assets. In addition, managing several kinds of data assets in a single
model site makes it easier to explain to administrators how to manage the data.

Figure 15.11 shows a typical arrangement of model sites that has worked well in countless
situations.
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Presentation Model Site for B2B

• Shared Presentation Template
• Shared Marketing Collateral
• Shared Marketing Campaigns

Catalog Model Site

• Shared Catalog
• Shared Inventory
• Shared Price Lists
• Shared Up-Sells and Cross-Sells

Presentation Model Site for B2C

• Shared Presentation Template
• Shared Marketing Collateral
• Shared Marketing Campaigns

Canada B2C Site

Germany B2C Site

UK B2C Site

USA B2B Site

Canada B2B Site

Germany B2B Site

UK B2C Site

USA B2C Site

Figure 15.12 Example of typical model site arrangements

Each commerce site must be associated with the catalog
model site, and the appropriate presentation model site,
which best suits the needs of this site’s customers. When
each site is created, these two associations must be made
to enable the site to use the correct set of shared assets. We
thus see that grouping several kinds of related data assets
into a single model site minimizes the total number of
model sites necessary and reduces the number of site asso-
ciations that need to be maintained.

Aggregation of Data Assets Through Multiple Model Sites
We have seen that it can be useful to create multiple model sites of the same type so that each site
can be associated with the most appropriate set of shared data assets that are suitable to its needs.
For example, you can create a presentation model site suitable for Western European countries, or
for the Asia Pacific market, or for small business customers.

There can be another reason to create multiple model sites of the same type, and that is to
separate the administration of different portions of data.

One typical example of this situation is when a company has a single brand identity but is
comprised of several largely independent divisions, and each division has its own product 

It is a good idea to restrict the
responsibilities of model sites to
well-defined purposes. One typi-
cal arrangement is where there
are two types of model sites:
presentation model sites and 
catalog model sites.

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

Figure 15.13 Combining shared data assets through multiple model sites 

In this example, there are two divisions, each of which manages two categories. The commerce
site is associated with both divisions, which means that both divisions’ catalogs are made avail-
able to it. The catalog business logic simply combines the catalogs at the top-level category level
so that the end customer sees a single catalog with four categories.

catalog. Each division needs to manage its catalog independently of the other divisions. Further-
more, the product administrators of each division do not need to view the products of the other
divisions because those products are completely irrelevant to their job responsibilities.

If the customers need to go to each division’s site to find the products, they will be confused
as to where to look for each product, and also they would be frustrated because to them all the
products come from the same company, with the same overall brand.

To avoid confusing the customers with a multitude of sites, the company would like to cre-
ate a single commerce site, which presents to customers the products of all divisions. This com-
bined site can be convenient to customers because they can now find all the company’s products
in a single place. 

The arrangement that can serve the needs of such a company is shown in Figure 15.13.
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Catalog Model Site for Division A

Presentation Model Site Catalog for Division A

Category  A1

Category  A2

Catalog Model Site for Division B

Catalog for Division B

Category  B1

Category  B2

Commerce Site

Combined Catalog Presented to
Customers Category  A1

Category  A2
Category  B1
Category  B2
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Although the customer perceives a single catalog
with four categories, in reality the company still continues
to maintain two separate catalogs, one for each division.
Each division has its own model site and its own set of
administrators that manage its catalog. The product
administrator of each model site sees only that division’s
products and is not exposed to the activities related to the
other division’s catalog. Thus, we have achieved both pur-
poses: Each division retains its independence, and the cus-
tomer now has a combined view of the company’s total
catalog. All this is achieved simply through setting up the
correct site associations, and no duplication of data is necessary.

What we see is that a commerce site can be associated with multiple model sites of the
same type, in which case the data assets in all these model sites are made available to the com-
merce site. Although in our example, we showed how it works for the catalog, the same could
apply to other kinds of assets, aggregating marketing collateral, or advertisements, from several
different model sites.

This ability to aggregate independently administered portions of data assets can be conven-
ient in many situations. In the previous example, it would work well when there are relatively few
divisions involved whose catalogs are completely nonoverlapping and are to be combined into a
single site. However, the use of multiple model sites must not be viewed as a general purpose
technique for the aggregation of data.

Catalog aggregation in particular is a complex task that requires much preparation and
involvement. For example, the syndication of catalogs from multiple suppliers requires not only
combining the products, but also making sure that there are no duplicate products, and that simi-
lar products are placed into common categories.

Frequently, the contributing catalogs are not built consistently with each other, and com-
bining them also requires the establishment of a common taxonomy, which is in itself a nontrivial
problem to solve. Sometimes even part numbers and product descriptions from the contributing
catalogs need to be adjusted so that the products in the combined catalog look consistent with
each other. 

All these tasks usually require the involvement of many human administrators who need to
employ sophisticated catalog management tools. It would be a mistake to try to replace these
tools by combining data through multiple model sites. 

However, the idea of using multiple model sites works well in some specific situations in
which the different portions of data are not overlapping and in which the different data are not in
conflict with each other. In the example of divisional catalogs, the assumption was that each divi-
sion manages its own top-level categories, and the product lines of the different divisions are
completely different from each other, with no overlaps among the products, names, or part
numbers.
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A commerce site can be associ-
ated with multiple model sites. In
this case, the commerce site
inherits the data from all the
associated model sites. As a
result, the data within each site is
managed separately, but the
combined data is presented to
customers on a single commerce
site.
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Another important consideration is that in a real
implementation, it would be difficult for programmers to
write efficient database queries and business logic when
they have to search through many model sites. Aggrega-
tion of data from many model sites can have a negative
effect on site performance, particularly when many dozens
of model sites are involved. Therefore, this technique
would work only if there are relatively few divisions that
maintain their own model sites within the company’s com-
merce platform.

Site Creation
In terms of data management, model site associations are much simpler to understand and to
manage than direct data-to-site associations. Rather than creating a multitude of association types
to account for all types of data, there is only one kind of association necessary—namely the
association between the commerce sites and the model sites that they use. Furthermore, a single
site association enables the sharing of all the data within the model site. This is much better than
having to create an association for each data asset when direct data-site associations are used.

When the commerce platform implements the model site and authorization domain infra-
structure, commerce site creation becomes a quick and easy process. To create a commerce site,
two pieces of information must be specified: the authorization domain for the new site, and the
model sites that are to be used. Based on this information, the software can automatically create
an “almost functional” commerce site, where most of the data is already set up because it is avail-
able from the model sites.

We thus see that there are two site creation processes that must be looked at: creation of
model sites, and creation of commerce sites. These processes are different from each other and
should actually be carried out by different personnel.

Creation of Commerce Sites
When a business makes a decision that it needs a new commerce site, this decision should be easy
to implement without having to spend a lot of money. In many situations, new sites are created
frequently, and it is critical to the business to make this process easy. For example, a retailer
might create targeted sites for every holiday season. Similarly, a B2B distributor might want to
create new targeted sites for serving specific customers or specific markets. A company might be
rapidly expanding and needs to create sites for each country that it has branched to. 

With these and many other situations, ideally commerce site creation is a task that is carried
out by line of business personnel, rather than by IT personnel. This task should be reasonably
easy to do, should not take much time, and should not disrupt the operation of existing sites. As
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The use of multiple model sites
should not be thought of as a
generic data aggregation mecha-
nism. It works well only under the
following conditions:

� The data in all model sites are
consistent with each other.

� There are relatively few model
sites.
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we have seen, the key concepts that enable the creation of
a commerce site are authorization domains and model
sites.

Clearly, the personnel responsible for site creation
require training to understand these concepts. However,
these concepts can be quite easy to understand. For
example, let’s say that there are two presentation model
sites, one for B2B and one for B2C. The tool for site cre-
ation simply has to present a choice of the B2B template
versus the B2C template, and a line of business adminis-
trator would intuitively select the appropriate model site
by looking at the names.

The naming of model sites is critical to making the
commerce platform easy to use for site administrators
because the administrators will end up selecting the appro-
priate model site by name.

The same applies to the naming of authorization
domains. The administrators need to learn the basic con-
cept of authorization domain, because by selecting the
administration domain, they are determining the set of roles that the site will have and the corre-
sponding access control policies. The administrators choose the authorization domain that they
need by selecting its name, and therefore, the name of the domain must be self-explanatory. For
example, this selection of authorization domain might be presented to the administrator as simply
a choice of site type:  Model Sites Domain versus Commerce Sites Domain.

Creation of Model Sites
In contrast to commerce sites, the creation of model sites cannot be done by line of business
administrators but is the responsibility of IT personnel. The main reason for this is that model
sites must be carefully designed to meet the current and future needs of the company. Further-
more, the new model site must fit within the overall architecture of the platform so that the com-
pany’s commerce platform has a well-defined structure of authorization domains and model sites.
Therefore, the architects and designers of the platform need to be involved to make sure the
model site fits well within the overall infrastructure. 

Model site creation also involves other technical tasks that must be done by trained IT per-
sonnel; for example, to load data into the database, update caches, and make sure that site cre-
ation tools are aware of the new model site.

Usually this IT involvement in model site creation is acceptable to the business. It is rela-
tively rare that a company needs a new model site because it would occur only as the result of a
change in business strategy or because of significant new developments in the marketplace.
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The line of business personnel
responsible for commerce site
creation must be trained to
understand the concepts of
model sites and authorization
domain. 

These objects within the com-
merce platform need to be
named in a self-explanatory way.
By looking at the model site
names, a site planner should
know which model site to choose
to create a commerce site. Simi-
larly, the names of the authoriza-
tion domains should carry
enough information to allow the
site planner to select the appro-
priate model site that the new
commerce site should use.
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Therefore, as long as model site creation is infrequent and not too disruptive to existing sites, the
business is normally willing to delegate this task to IT personnel. Creation of new model sites can
be treated as part of the development of a new version of the shared commerce platform.

After a model site or a commerce site is created, it is
up to line of business administrators to create or modify
the necessary content data within it, such as the creation of
catalog data, marketing data, and so on. Hence, the role of
IT personnel within this management of sites on this plat-
form is restricted to the management of model sites and
authorization domains. After these basic objects are cre-

ated, the line of business administrators can manage the data inside the model sites and the com-
merce sites without having to involve IT personnel.

Summary
In this chapter, we introduced a number of concepts and data constructs—Site object, Authoriza-
tion Domain, and Model Site—that assist in the sharing of data.

The first concept was the Site object, which represents the commerce site. One Site object
must be instantiated for each commerce site that the platform enables.

When a site is created, it should be placed within an authorization domain. Each authoriza-
tion domain specifies the set of roles and the set of access control policies that are applicable to
the sites within this domain. Each administrator or customer that accesses the site is subject to the
policies defined in the authorization domain. This means that the same role might entitle adminis-
trators to different access rights in different authorization domains.

When access is granted to a person, it must be qualified by the site, meaning that it is valid
only in the context of that site. An administrator might have different roles in different sites; in
many cases, an administrator or a customer might have access to only a few sites and be denied
access to all other sites. It is convenient to grant access in the context of administration domains,
which means that the person is allowed access to all sites within that domain.

A model site is created as an instance of a Site object. Model sites allow the sharing of data
among multiple sites, while at the same time removing the need for direct associations between
data and sites. A model site is used as a container of data assets. A commerce site that is associ-
ated with a model site can make use of the data in the model site as if the data were associated
directly with the commerce site. A model site is accessible only by administrators, not by
customers.

The data in a model site is administered using the same tools as data in commerce sites. The
commerce application and the administration tools must be designed to look at data in the model
site and to present it within the context of the commerce sites associated with them. The software
must also respect the users’ roles and the access control policies of the site’s authorization
domain.
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Model sites are created by IT
personnel. After a model site is
created, line of business admin-
istrators can create and modify
the necessary shared data
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The administration tools must not present a fragmented interface but allow the administra-
tors to access both the site-specific and shared data while in the context of their commerce site.

A commerce site might be associated with multiple model sites, in which case it presents
the combined data of all the model sites. However, this technique is applicable only in specific
situations and should not be treated as a generic data aggregation device.

The creation of model sites is the job of IT personnel, whereas the creation of commerce
sites can be done by the line of business administrators. To carry out their task, the line of busi-
ness administrators must be trained to understand the basic concepts of authorization domains
and model sites.
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C H A P T E R 1 6

Site Path

Key Concepts:

Use a site path as the method to associate commerce sites to model sites

Enable application logic for the different types of site path

Store site path data in the application database

Include selection criteria based on site path in the database queries 

Create a site path service to reduce the knowledge of site-path structure within commerce 
applications

The concepts of model sites and authorization domains enable the sharing of data among sites. As
described in the previous chapter, data assets that are placed in a model site can be made available
to many commerce sites. By associating a commerce site with a model site, we make shared data
available in the commerce site.

In a multisite commerce platform, you have many commerce sites, each associated with a
number of model sites. The software applications of the platform must be aware of the site asso-
ciations, to present both the site-specific and the shared data to customers and to administrators.

In this chapter, we further explore these site associations and discuss how they can be effi-
ciently implemented in a commerce platform. 

Site Path Associations
Because the associations between a site and the model sites are the key to data sharing among
sites, they deserve to have a special name. We will call these site associations a site path. The
analogy is based on the command PATH in the UNIX® shell, where the PATH environment vari-
able specifies the directories in which the operating system searches for scripts and executables.
Similarly, within the shared commerce platform, the site path indicates the list of sites where the
commerce platform’s business logic should look for data assets.
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For a commerce site to make use of shared data that is made available by model sites, a site
path must be specified for the commerce site. The site path consists of a list of associations
between a commerce site and the corresponding model site. Each association must be qualified to
indicate what sort of data assets can be found in the indicated site. Thus, you can have a site path
association for product data, up-sells and cross-sells, inventory, marketing data, presentation
data, and so on. 

Site Path Enablement
The business logic of the commerce platform must be programmed to look up the site path for the
commerce site and to treat the data in the specified model sites as if it were available to the com-
merce site. We call this the site path enablement of the commerce platform. 

Each commerce application that allows the sharing of data between sites must be enabled
for the site path for the shared data assets. 

For example, let’s say the platform is put together from the following applications:

• Commerce application—Responsible for catalog presentation and associated market-
ing campaigns

• Order capture application—Responsible for management of the shopping carts, sub-
mission of orders, and presenting order status

• Payment application—Responsible for capturing and storing payment information
and processing payment authorizations

Let’s also say that the company has requirements to share catalog, presentation, and marketing
information among sites. In this case, the business logic of the commerce application must be
enabled to look at the site path for these data types. For example, when looking up the presenta-
tion template information, the commerce application needs to look through the appropriate files,
both for the commerce site and the presentation model site.

Similarly, every time that the application needs to look up the catalog or marketing infor-
mation, it must find the appropriate products or marketing content both in the commerce site and
in the associated catalog and presentation model sites.

The order capture application also needs to be
enabled for the presentation site path. Generally, the
checkout flow, and the appearance of orders and shopping
carts, can differ between sites: For example, checkout flow
would be different between B2B and B2C sites. Hence,
the order capture application must access the presentation
template in the appropriate model sites. 

On the other hand, the payment application might
not need to be enabled for the site path, neither for the 
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To make use of model sites,
applications must be enabled for
the site path. However, if an
application is inherently not
aware of the sites and does not
need to look up shared data, it
can be left ignorant of the site
path.
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catalog nor for the presentation. This would be true provided that the payment application does
not need to be aware of the site where the order was placed. If the payment application does not
present the product or marketing information and the presentation template for this application is
identical for all sites, the business logic can be left completely ignorant of the site path.

Site Path Specification
One simple way to specify the site path is to express it as a table. We illustrate the specification
based on the example in Figure 16.1. 
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Site Label: S1

Site Label: S2

Site Label: S3

Site Label: S20

Site Label: S21

Site Label: S22

Site Label: S23

Site Label: S10

Site Label: S11

Site Label: S12

Site Label: S13

Presentation Model Site for B2B

• Shared Presentation Template
• Shared Marketing Collateral
• Shared Marketing Campaigns

Catalog Model Site

• Shared Catalog
• Shared Inventory
• Shared Price Lists
• Shared Up-Sells and Cross-Sells

Presentation Model Site for B2C

• Shared Presentation Template
• Shared Marketing Collateral
• Shared Marketing Campaigns

Canada B2C Site

Germany B2C Site

UK B2C Site

USA B2B Site

Canada B2B Site

Germany B2B Site

UK B2C Site

USA B2C Site

Figure 16.1 Example of specification of site path

In this diagram, there is one catalog model site, two presentation model sites, and eight com-
merce sites. Each site, including the model sites and commerce sites, is assigned a label that is a
unique identifier of that site. Table 16.1 shows the specification of the site paths for this
environment.

This spreadsheet shows the site paths for all the commerce sites created in the platform.
Each commerce site is represented by a column in the table. Each row corresponds to the site path
for a particular data asset type. 
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Table 16.1 Site Path Specifications for the Example in Figure 16.1

Data Asset Type S10 S11 S12 S13 S20 S21 S22 S23

Product data S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2

Inventory data S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2

Price data S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2

Up-sells and 
cross-sells S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2

Presentation 
template S1 S1 S1 S1 S3 S3 S3 S3

Marketing 
collateral S1 S1 S1 S1 S3 S3 S3 S3

Marketing 
campaigns S1 S1 S1 S1 S3 S3 S3 S

This method of site path specification indicates the model site for each type of data asset that
needs to be shared. This spreadsheet format makes it easy for IT personnel to see at a glance all
the associations that have been created between sites. 

As we see, the site path associations do tend to create a fair amount of data when many
commerce sites are involved. In reality, however, a commerce site needs only a few associations
because usually many types of data are stored in a single model site. 

You can optimize the specification of the site path. Table 16.2 contains the same site path
information based on the example of Figure 16.1, but now it is simplified.

Table 16.2 Site Path Specifications Based on the Model Site Type Definitions

Site Path Name S10 S11 S12 S13 S20 S21 S22 S23

Catalog S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2 S2

Presentation S1 S1 S1 S1 S3 S3 S3 S3

This time there are only two types of the site path, corresponding to the two types of model sites
that the commerce platform has. For each commerce site, the table simply indicates the model
sites that it needs. 

The site path specifications in Table 16.2 are updated every time a new commerce site is
created. In this spreadsheet, a new column is added to the spreadsheet, which is actually a small
amount of data because there are only two rows to worry about!
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For this simplified specification to make sense, you need to also define the types of shared
data assets that each model site can contain. Table 16.3 contains this definition of the model site
types.

Table 16.3 Definition of the Types of Model Sites

Model Site Type Site Path Name Associated Types of Data Asset 

Catalog model site Catalog Catalog, including product and category data
Inventory
Prices
Up-sells and cross-sells

Presentation model site Presentation Presentation template
Marketing campaigns
Marketing collateral

The content of Table 16.3 is created by IT personnel when the commerce platform is initially cre-
ated. There is a single definition that applies to the entire platform, and it generally does not need
to be changed throughout the lifetime of the platform.

Specification of a Long Site Path
In the previous chapter, we suggested that in some cases a commerce site can to be associated
with multiple model sites. The idea was to allow different portions of shared data to be managed
by independent teams of administrators, while aggregating all the shared data for use in a single
commerce site. An example of this was given in Figure 15.13 of Chapter 15, “Sharing Data.”

Now let’s see how the site path would be specified in this case. First, we elaborate on the
example by creating additional commerce sites for different regions. In Figure 16.2, we have a
more complex arrangement in which many commerce sites need to be created, each of which
presents a combined catalog of the two divisions of the company. 

To illustrate, we also created two presentation model sites, one for North America and one
for Europe. In this environment, each commerce site is associated with one presentation model
site and two catalog model sites. Hence, the catalog site path has two elements, whereas the pres-
entation site path has a single element. Table 16.4 shows the specification of the site paths for this
arrangement.

Table 16.4 Long Site Path Specifications 

Site Path Name S10 S11 S12 S13

Catalog S1 S2 S1 S2 S1 S2 S1 S2

Presentation S3 S3 S4 S4

Site Path Associations 321
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Figure 16.2 Example of a specification of a long site path

Query Building with a Site Path

Note: The sections that follow are intended for the technically minded reader who likes
SQL. If you are interested in how sites and site paths could be modeled in a relational
database and want to see examples of how an application can be enabled for site path,
then please read on. However, if database tables, SQL queries, and data caches are not
of interest to you, then do not hesitate to skip this section entirely and go on to the next
chapter.

The first problem to enable a component for a site path is to instrument all database queries to
include data in the site path in the search request. This means that whenever product or category
information is looked up, the query must include not only the site that is accessed by the customer
or the administrator, but the query must also include all the model sites included in the site path.

To illustrate this, we start with an arrangement of the sites shown in Figure 16.3.
In this example, all sites share the same catalog that is maintained in the catalog model site.

This shared catalog has two categories: Writing Instruments and Paper. In addition to the shared
categories and products, the Canadian site has another product in the Writing Instruments cate-
gory, namely a Laser Pen, which is available only in Canada. Similarly, there is a Green Graph
Paper Pad that is available only in the UK.
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Site Label:  S3

Site Label: S2

Site Label: S1

Site Label:  S4

Site Label:  S10

Site Label:  S11

Site Label:  S12

Site Label:  S13

Catalog model site for Division A

Combined commerce site for USA

Presentation model site for North America

Catalog for Division A

Category  A1

Category  A2

Catalog model site for Division B

Catalog for Division B
Category  B1

Category  B2

Presentation model site for Europe

Combined commerce site for Canada

Combined commerce site for Germany

Combined commerce site for UK
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Site ID: 1
Site ID: 2

Site ID: 11

Site ID: 12

Catalog Model Site

Presentation Model
Site

Canada Site

UK Site

Global Catalog

Writing
Instruments

Paper
Pen
Pencil

Graph Paper Pad
200-Sheet Laser Paper

Laser Pen

Writing Instruments

Paper
Pen
Pencil

Graph Paper Pad
200-Sheet Laser Paper
Green Graph Paper Pad

Writing Instruments

Paper

Pen
Pencil

Graph Paper Pad
200-Sheet Laser Paper

UK Catalog

UK Catalog

Figure 16.3 Example of commerce sites with shared catalog

Database Table Design for Site Path Data
Now consider a database table design for a commerce platform that contains such data as the
sites, the catalog products and categories, and the necessary site path associations. One possible
such design for a relational database is shown in Tables 16.5 through 16.9. These tables show
both the required columns and sample data based on the example in Figure 16.3.

Obviously, this example is simplified: It assumes that there is only a single master catalog
that the company has within the commerce platform, and it does not show how a category would
contain other child categories. Even for the tables shown, there is a lot of other data that would be
required in real life, such as detailed language-specific descriptions, additional product attributes,
product and category images, and so on, and presumably it would be stored in additional tables or
columns. However, in spite of the simplifications, this example should be sufficient to illustrate a
data design enabled for data sharing among sites.

In the sample data design, we show the columns of the following database tables: SITE,
SITEPATH, PRODUCT, CATEGORY, and PRODCAT. The SITE table contains the definitions
of the sites that have been created on the platform; that is, each row in this table corresponds to
either a commerce site or a model site. The SITEPATH table contains the site paths of all the
commerce sites; in other words, it contains the associations between commerce and model sites.
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The PRODUCT and CATEGORY tables contain the definitions of the products and categories in
the company’s catalog. Finally, the PRODCAT table associates the products with the categories;
in other words, it indicates which products are contained in each category. Tables 16.5 through
16.9 describe these database tables respectively.

Table 16.5 SITE Table

Purpose: Contains Definitions of the Sites Created Within in the Commerce Platform

ID Name Type Description authorizationdomain_id

1 Catalog model site catalog Contains catalog and 1
inventory data that is 
shared among all sites 

2 Presentation model presentation Contains presentation 1
site and marketing data 

shared among all sites 

11 Canada commerce Commerce site for 2
Canada

12 UK commerce Commerce site for 2
the United Kingdom 

Table 16.6 SITEPATH Table

Purpose: Contains the Associations Between the Commerce Sites and the Model Sites
That They Use

commercesite_id modelsite_id pathtype

11 1 catalog

11 2 presentation

12 1 catalog

12 2 presentation
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Table 16.7 PRODUCT Table 

Purpose: Contains the Definitions of Products

ID SQU Name Description site_id

1 SLM001 Pen Ballpoint fine point blue pen 1

2 SLM002 Pencil Wood pencil, available in #2, #3, #4, #5, #6 1

3 SLM003 Graph Paper Pad 50-sheet paper pad with 8.5” x 11” 1

4 SLM004 200-Sheet Laser Paper 200-sheet package of laser printer paper 1 

1000 CAN100 Laser Pen Ballpoint blue pen with laser pointer in 11
the cap

1001 UK2345 Green Graph Paper Pad 50-sheet graph paper green 12

Table 16.8 CATEGORY Table 

Purpose: Contains the Definitions of Categories

ID Name Description site_id

1 Writing Instruments Writing instruments, including pens, pencils, ink, 1

2 Paper Printing paper, paper pads, writing paper, graph paper 1

Table 16.9 PRODCAT Table 

Purpose: Contains the Association of Products to Categories

product_id category_id

1 1

2 1

3 2

4 2

1000 1

1001 2
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From the data design point of view, the enablement of the site path is achieved by the SITEPATH
table, which contains the relationship of commerce sites to their model sites. In addition, each
business object, such as a product or a category, is associated with the site that owns it, whether it
is a model site or a commerce site.

We notice that from the data object point of view, both commerce sites and model sites are
treated identically. Business objects, such as products and categories, are not aware of the type of
site they are created in, but simply have a reference to their owning site, whatever it might be. As
we described previously, this makes the administration of the business data assets much simpler
because the same tools can be used to manage shared assets in model sites and site-specific assets
in commerce sites.

In our example, most products are defined in site 1, which is the catalog model site, and are
available to all sites. However, product 1000 is defined in
site 11, which is the Canadian site, and this product is
available only in Canada. Product 1001 is in site 12, and is
only available in the UK.

One characteristic of this design is that the associa-
tions between products and categories in the “PRODCAT”
table are not qualified by the site_id. This qualification is
unnecessary, because inherently if the product applies
only to one site, so does its association to the parent cate-
gory. For example, because Product 1001 exists only
within site 12, its association to category 1 is valid only
within that site. The data selection criteria within the busi-
ness logic can look only at those product-category associ-
ations that are relevant to their site. It is not necessary to
have an extra site_id column in the PRODCAT table. 

Basic Query with Site Path
Let’s imagine that the application needs to retrieve all products in a given category. If we were to
ignore the issue of the site path and model sites, the SQL statement would simply need to join the
PRODUCT and PRODCAT tables, as follows:

SELECT name, description FROM PRODUCT, PRODCAT WHERE
PRODCAT.category_id=:CATEGORYID AND
PRODUCT.id=PRODCAT.product_id

(The :CATEGORYID variable here would hold the id of the category searched. For “Writing
Instruments” it is 1, and for “Paper” it is 2.)

However, in a multisite platform, we do not want to retrieve all products that were ever cre-
ated in the category. Instead, we want to retrieve all products that are available in that category in
the site that is accessed by the customer or by the administrator. Let’s assume that the platform
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The application database is
enabled for the site path by
adding several key aspects to the
data design:

� Model sites and commerce
sites are treated as similar
data objects stored in the
same tables

� The site path table is neces-
sary to store associations
between sites 

� Each data object must have 
a reference to the site that
owns it
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makes the current site id available through the :SITEID variable. The following enhanced SQL
statement would retrieve all products in the specified category, which are available in the current
site:

SELECT name, description FROM PRODUCT, PRODCAT WHERE
PRODCAT.category_id=:CATEGORYID AND
PRODUCT.id=PRODCAT.product_id AND (PRODUCT.site_id=:SITEID OR
PRODUCT.site_id IN (SELECT modelsite_id FROM SITEPATH WHERE
commercesite_id=:SITEID AND pathtype=”catalog”))

This statement adds the additional constraints that the products looked for must be defined either
in the current site, or in any of the catalog model sites associated with the current site. The subse-
lect statement is used to retrieve all the model sites because a commerce site might be associated
with multiple model sites.

With this additional constraint, the set of products retrieved would depend on the current
site used. For Canada, the search of “Writing Instruments” would retrieve three products: Pen,
Paper, and Laser Pen. For UK, the Laser Pen does not exist, so only the Pen and the Pencil would
be retrieved.

Site Path Query Optimization 
While this query is generic and satisfies the requirements of many situations, we must recognize
that it is quite inefficient. First, the use of a subselect statement is generally not a good idea
because it increases the processing time associated with this statement and can increase the load
on the database. In addition, in many database engine implementations, the IN clause is quite
inefficient and should generally be avoided.

The result of using this inefficient query would be that the performance of catalog browsing
can be significantly slower when the site path is in use, compared with a single standalone site.
Such a side effect of employing a site path would be quite unpleasant because the performance of
a commerce site is a significant factor in its acceptance by the business. Ideally, we want the per-
formance of a multisite commerce platform to be no worse than the performance in a single-site
environment.

To optimize this query, it is best for the application to look up and cache the site path 
during initial startup. Let’s say the id of the catalog model site is stored in the 
:CATALOGMODELSITEID variable. In this case, the SQL statement to retrieve products in a
given category for the current site would be simplified:

SELECT name, description FROM PRODUCT, PRODCAT WHERE
PRODCAT.category_id=:CATEGORYID AND
PRODUCT.id=PRODCAT.product_id AND (PRODUCT.site_id=:SITEID OR
PRODUCT.site_id=:CATALOGMODELSITEID)

When we now compare the overhead of the site path enabled query with the original single-site
query, we see that the difference is relatively minor. There is no additional overhead of a table
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join or any inefficient clauses. Rather, there are two addi-
tional Boolean criteria, which are specified on a column in
the PRODUCT table. If the site_id column is indexed, the
performance of the query will not be significantly affected
by the introduction of the site path concept into the selec-
tion criteria.

Site Path Service
In the examples of database queries, retrieval of product information requires the knowledge of
two types of data: catalog data and site path data. In other words, with this query, the catalog
component knows about the structure of site path and contains business logic that depends on the
site relationships. This awareness of the site path with commerce components such as the catalog
is generally not a good idea. Fundamentally, business logic should have as few dependencies as
possible between components. 

One important reason to avoid such logical dependencies is the need to enhance site path
capability. For example, so far we have described a linear site path; in other words, an arrange-
ment where each site is associated with one model site. However, what if the commerce platform
needs to be enhanced so that the site path might now be arranged in a tree? A possible such
arrangement is shown in Figure 16.4.
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The site path should be read by
the application at initialization
time and cached in memory. This
allows the optimization of data-
base queries so that the use of
site path does not significantly
affect site performance.

Global Catalog Model Site
Presentation Model Site
for Europe

Catalog Model Site for Europe Catalog Model Site for Asia

Presentation Model
Site for Asia

European Sites Asian Sites

Figure 16.4 Site path with a tree of model sites

In this example, the company has a global worldwide catalog of products made available to all
sites. However, there are some products that are targeted only to Asian countries, and other 
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products are only targeted to European countries. It would be convenient to permit organizing
catalog model sites in a tree so that each level in the tree can provide additional products specific
to only a subset of the sites. This way, there is no need for all European sites to have to filter out
Asian products, and similarly each Asian site does not need to exclude Europe-specific products. 

Instead, a European catalog model site would reference the global model site and add
Europe-specific products. Similarly, an Asian catalog model site would reference the global cata-
log model site and add products for the Asian market. Every European site’s catalog site path
would point at the European model site, and Asian sites would use their appropriate catalog
model site. Because the two regional model sites also reference the global model site, the country
sites get both the global catalog of products and their region’s additions.

Let’s imagine that initially the commerce platform did not support such trees of model
sites, but rather only the immediate parent model sites are looked at by the catalog component.
Then the company decides to enhance the platform and to introduce the concept of model site
trees.

If the catalog queries incorporate the knowledge of site path and model site relationships,
this enhancement would be difficult to do. Every catalog query would need to be examined and
modified so that product in both the parent and the grandparent model sites are made available to
the commerce site. 

The considerations apply to other commerce components. Marketing, Inventory, Pricing,
or any other components that were enabled for site path, would need to be enhanced so that they
make available the shared data in the new model sites.

Such global modifications would be expensive because this effort effectively requires
attention to all aspects of the business logic. With so many modifications necessary, it is also pos-
sible to introduce numerous new defects, destabilizing the entire platform.

Therefore, it is much better to avoid combining queries into commerce data assets with
queries into the site path. Instead, it is preferable to treat the site path as a service that can be
queried by all components. The business logic of each component would consist of the following
steps:

1. Retrieve the list of the model sites from the site path service.

2. Include the list of the model sites in the search query.

The commerce data queries always include a list of sites to be searched. However, each compo-
nent should not contain the logic to determine this site list but instead should retrieve it from the
site path service.

In this way, the concept of site path and all its complexities are largely isolated from the
commerce application components. The minimal enablement for each component is to include
the invocation of site path service and to qualify all queries with the list of model sites. The
underlying complexity of the site path is hidden by the service. 

Another advantage to have this service is that you can create a single cache of the site path
data. As we described, it is much faster to retrieve the list of model sites from memory cache,
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rather than always having to go to the database. A memory cache of site path associations for all
sites within the platform can greatly accelerate the application queries to look up products or
other data within the model sites used by a given commerce site. The central site path service
would be responsible for building such a cache and for optimizing the performance of site path
queries. This way, all components can benefit from the best and most-efficient site path imple-
mentation.

Summary
The association between a site and the model sites that it uses is expressed as a site path. The site
path can be specified as a list of model sites for each type of data asset. Alternatively, you can cre-
ate definitions of model site types, and in this case, the site path can be simplified to be a list of
model sites of each type.

The applications used by the commerce platform must be enabled for the site path. How-
ever, if an application inherently is not aware of the site but behaves identically for all sites, it can
be left ignorant of the site path.

The applications that are enabled for the site path must structure their database queries so
that the selection criteria take the site path into account. To achieve this, you can design the data-
base tables so that each data asset is associated with the site that owns it. 

Using caching techniques, you can optimize the queries so that the performance of multi-
site platform is not significantly affected by the need to look at the site path.

Depending on the implementation of the commerce platform, the structure of the site path
can be of varying complexity. Some platforms might allow only a single model site for each com-
merce site, whereas others might allow arranging model sites into multilevel trees.

The business logic of each component of the commerce platform should include as little
knowledge as possible of the site path. Instead, the commerce business logic should invoke a cen-
tral site path service. This service should be used to retrieve the relevant model sites and to
include the returned list in all search queries.
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C H A P T E R 1 7

Data Sharing 
Business Logic 

Key Concepts:

Create a catalog filter within a site to control the amount of data shared from model sites

Use a catalog filtering service to avoid burying knowledge of catalog filtering within all 
commerce components

Use the typical data sharing techniques within the application business logic

Share data selectively because depending on the scenario, some data can be shared, whereas
other cannot

Share different types of data differently

Correlate sites and their data to the corresponding identity of data in the back-end system

The concepts of the site paths and model sites enable the sharing of data among sites. Data assets
that are placed in a model site can be made available to many commerce sites, by setting up the
appropriate site path. However, even with this enablement of data sharing among sites, the appli-
cation logic must also be instrumented to take advantage of the shared data. To do this, the appli-
cation logic must be designed so that the shared data is treated as if it were part of the commerce
site’s data. 

In practice, writing application logic to share data is not trivial; it is difficult to make sure
that sharing rules are the same for all situations. For example, with country sites, some countries
might want to include the entire shared catalog, whereas others might want to include only a por-
tion of it or to exclude certain categories. The challenge is to create a single catalog component
that establishes business rules that are easy to understand and can be adapted to a wide range of
business scenarios. The same problem applies to other commerce components in which it can be
challenging to establish a consistent set of business rules that work for all situations. 

Some of the basic ideas tend to apply universally to all types of data assets for all com-
merce applications. However, in reality there is no single prescription for all kinds of data assets,
but each type of data must be addressed individually. 
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This chapter describes the data sharing business rules and techniques that have been proven
in the past to be effective in a wide variety of business scenarios. As always, each individual com-
pany might have additional requirements that we have not addressed. There is also no doubt that
each company has its own types of data that need to be shared, which we omitted. We hope, how-
ever, that by following the examples we provide, you can extend the same techniques to all other
requirements and to other types of shared data that we do not describe.

Sharing Catalog Data
The shared catalog contains a set of categories and products, which are all available to multiple
sites. In addition to the shared products, each site should create other products that are available
only within that site and are not visible on other sites. 

There is an additional important requirement to sharing catalog data, which we call catalog
filtering. Often the administrators of a commerce site need to make decisions about which por-
tions of the shared catalog are applicable. As a result of these decisions, the site might exclude
certain categories or products from the shared master catalog. A site can also make the decision to
include only a few categories, while excluding the rest. These kinds of inclusions and exclusions
can be achieved by the introduction of a catalog filter. 

Catalog Filter
A catalog filter is an object created within the context of a commerce site. The effect of a catalog
filter is to restrict the set of products so that only a subset of the products or categories is available
on the site.

In some cases, the commerce site uses only a small portion of the shared catalog, and it is
convenient to list the included categories or the products directly. In other cases, most of the
shared catalog is used, but only a few categories or products need to be made unavailable to the
customers of the commerce site. In this situation, it is more convenient to list the products or cat-
egories excluded from the site, rather than the included products.

Several examples of a catalog filter are shown in Figure 17.1. In this example, the UK site
adds its “Green Graph Paper Pad” to the paper category but excludes the Graph Paper Pad that
was made available in the global catalog. We graphically showed the exclusion by striking out the
affected product.

The Canadian site added the “Laser Pen” product in
the pens category, but excluded the entire “Paper” cate-
gory. We showed the exclusion of the category by striking
out its name. All the products within the excluded cate-
gory should automatically become unavailable in that site
as well. We showed this by graying out the product names.

The German site did not explicitly exclude any products or categories; however, it included
only the “Writing Instruments category.” This means that everything other than writing
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The catalog filter restricts the
presentation of products and cat-
egories that are shown to cus-
tomers on a site. 
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instruments is automatically unavailable in the site. We showed this by graying out the “Paper”
category and all the products within it.
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Writing Instruments

Paper

Pen

Pencil

200-Sheet Laser Paper

Graph Paper Pad

Green Graph Paper Pad

UK Catalog
Writing Instruments

Paper

Pen

Pencil

Graph Paper Pad

200-Sheet Laser Paper

Global Shared Catalog

Writing Instruments

Pen

Pencil

Graph Paper Pad

200-Sheet Laser Paper

Laser Pen

Canada Catalog
Writing Instruments

PaperPaper

Pen

Pencil

Graph Paper Pad

200-Sheet Laser Paper

Germany Catalog

Figure 17.1 Examples of a catalog filter

Impact of Catalog Filter
The presence of a catalog filter can affect not only the presentation of catalog, but many other
aspects as well. For example, frequently a catalog search engine is implemented by a different
component from the catalog presentation. In this case, the catalog search must also respect the
restrictions specified by the catalog filter and make sure that only the allowed products are pre-
sented within search results.

Another example of the impact of the catalog filter is on up-sells and cross-sells. Let’s say
the shared catalog specifies an up-sell for a particular product. If a particular site excludes the up-
sell product, it means that the up-sell should never be shown.

Another component that needs to be aware of the catalog filter is the marketing engine. For
example, let’s say that a marketing activity is shared among multiple sites, and it involves recom-
mending a product to all customers that have spent a minimum amount of money within the last 
6 months. However, on one of the sites, the corresponding category is excluded, and this product
must never be shown to customers. 
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When a customer accesses this particular site, he should not be shown this recommenda-
tion, even though he meets the qualifications of the marketing campaign. Showing this recom-
mendation would completely confuse the customer because the product is excluded from the site,
and there is no way to view or order it. Instead, the marketing logic must recognize the filtering
restrictions within this site and either recommend an alternative product or disallow this market-
ing activity within the context of the affected site. 

The same applies not only to recommendations, but
also to other forms of marketing activities, such as adver-
tisements or automatically issued coupons. For product
filtering to work effectively, the marketing campaigns
must take into account the specified catalog exclusions.

The order capture and order management compo-
nents also need to be aware of the catalog filter restric-
tions. On many sites, you can add an item to an order
without having to view it first but to simply specify its part
number. If the product or its category is excluded, the

attempt to order the product should fail, as if the item for the product did not exist at all.

Catalog Filtering Service
The different functions, such as catalog presentation, search, marketing, and ordering, could be
implemented as components within the same commerce application, or some of them could be
implemented as completely different applications. It would be a mistake to require each of these
many components to all have to implement essentially the same catalog filtering capability. First,
having many duplicate implementations would create an opportunity for many defects and incon-
sistencies in the filtering logic. In addition, it would make it difficult to enhance the catalog filter-
ing capability because any improvement would require changes to many components.

The best way to enforce the catalog filter is to provide a common filtering service in which
the catalog component can be queried by all other components or applications. This service
would be invoked with a list of products or categories, and the service would return the allowed
subset or the disallowed subset of these products. This is illustrated in Figure 17.2, where the list
of products is checked against the catalog filter before being added to a shopping cart.

There can be cases, however, where other components might have to implement their own
versions of catalog filtering. For example, a catalog search engine cannot query a catalog filtering
service for each search request because such queries could become large and would greatly
reduce search performance. In this case, the search engine must have internal built-in logic that
restricts the search results based on the catalog filter. 

One way to implement this is to tag all products with the list of sites where they are
allowed. This tagging would be done as an initial step, for example, when the search engine pop-
ulates its indexes based on the contents of the catalog. In this way, the availability of a product to
the site would become part of the search engine’s index, and the search results can be automati-
cally filtered. 
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From the customer’s point of
view, the restricted products are
treated as if they do not exist and
are not shown in any parts of the
commerce site. Hence, the cata-
log filter must be enforced by all
components of the commerce
application, such as marketing
and order management. 
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Figure 17.2 Catalog filtering service

Of course, this requires adding more logic to the search
engine and creation of additional data in the search engine,
which somewhat duplicates the data that is already present
in the catalog component used by the site. Nevertheless,
this additional logic and data can be necessary to ensure
the catalog filter is fully enforced by the search engine and
does not affect search performance.

Catalog Filtering Methods
In its simplest representation, a catalog filter can specify
both inclusions and exclusions of products or categories.
For example, a catalog filter can consist of the following
elements:

• List of included categories

• List of included products

• List of excluded categories

• List of excluded products

You can create other filtering methods that would be useful to the business. For example, the line
of business administrators for a site might want to filter out all products with specific values of a
given attribute, or do the reverse—include only products with the given attribute value. An
example of this would be the exclusion of all appliances that do not work with 220V in the Euro-
pean sites, and similarly only including 110V appliances in North America.

Alternatively, the commerce site’s catalog administrators might want to exclude or include
products with a particular pattern in their name (for example, “*pencil*”). Essentially, any search
criteria could be used as a filtering method.
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1.  Add Products A, B, and C
to shopping cart.

2. Are
Products A,
B, and C
allowed?

3. Products A and B are
allowed. Product C is not
allowed.

4. Shopping cart
contains Products A
and B only.

5. Error message
appears regarding
Product C.

Catalog
Component

Order
Capture

Component

Catalog
Filtering
Service

Catalog filtering service can be
queried by many components or
applications to determine the list
of allowed or disallowed prod-
ucts. This service provides a
single implementation of the cat-
alog filter so that the filtering is
done consistently throughout the
site.

In some cases, applications such
as catalog search cannot use the
catalog filtering service. To
achieve high performance, such
applications must implement
their own catalog filtering. 
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However, while the business might appreciate the ability to use any filtering method, from a
programming point of view, some methods are more difficult to implement than others. One
important consideration is that allowing the business to specify arbitrary search criteria might
result in poor performance of the site because every catalog query is inherently accompanied by a
potentially expensive search request.

There are also conflicts that might arise with combining multiple methods into a single fil-
ter. For example, if the filter allows specifying both inclusions and exclusions, what should hap-
pen if the same product is both included and excluded? Or what would happen if a category is
excluded but a product within it is included—which category would the product show up in? 

These and other conflicts must be carefully considered before deciding on which kinds of
filtering methods should be allowed by the commerce platform. Generally, the lines of business
will often prefer to have all possible methods available to them because the business can always
make use of additional creative techniques to manage its products. However, the IT architects
must find the correct combination of methods that are necessary for the requirements and at the
same time do not have irresolvable contradictions. 

For example, the IT architect might allow only exclusions for their commerce platform to
avoid conflicts between inclusions and exclusions. Another possibility is to allow both inclusion
and exclusions but only at the product level, while disallowing any filtering at the category level.
Such restrictions might not eliminate all possible conflicts, but at least they could make it easier
to create rules for line of business administrators to avoid them.

Normally, these filtering method restrictions would
be established for the entire platform so that the adminis-
trators of all sites have the same set of methods available
to them. However, it is also possible that the commerce
platform supports many kinds of rules, but each particular
site is restricted only to the minimum subset required for
them. In this case, whenever a site is created, it must also
select one of the allowed catalog filtering method sets that
IT personnel has enabled for the platform. 

For example, one site could select the ability to
include products and to include categories, whereas
another site would select the ability to exclude products
and to exclude categories. 

Catalog Filter Business Rules
Each catalog filtering method must be associated with a well-defined set of business rules, which
govern the behavior of the catalog when this method is used. For example, if a category is
excluded, all products within it are also excluded. In addition, any subcategories within it are also
excluded, as are sub-subcategories and products within them, and so on until the bottom of the
catalog tree. 
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The implementation of the com-
merce platform should restrict
the catalog filtering methods to
the minimum set necessary to
satisfy the requirements. This is
important to avoid conflicts
between the different filters that
can be created.

The commerce platform might
allow each site to select the set
of methods that it considers
necessary.

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

Another example of a rule is that if a category is excluded, and after that a new product is
added to that category, the new product will automatically be excluded. A different implementa-
tion would say that only the products currently in the category are excluded; any new products
will be made available to the customers. Whichever approach is taken based on the business
requirements, the rule that is followed must be clearly understood and documented.

In some cases, the rules can be nonobvious, as for example would happen if a product
exists in two categories. In this case, if only one of the parent categories is excluded, should the
product be excluded, or should it continue to be available until the other parent category is
excluded as well? Again the implementation must specify the rules that are to be followed, which
are determined in accordance with business requirements. Alternatively, the implementation
could disallow this situation in the first place, by specifying that a single product might have only
one parent category. 

It is thus important that the catalog filter business rules are clearly documented to both the
IT implementers of the platform and to the line of business administrators. 

Following are a set of rules and limitations that have been successfully applied in many
business situations. Although each commerce platform might have different overall require-
ments, this set of rules is probably a good starting point:

• Inclusion or exclusion of a category applies to all subcategories to the end of the catalog
subtree.

• If a category is included and subsequently a new product or category is added anywhere
within that category’s subtree, the new product or category is also automatically
included.

• If a category is excluded and a new product or category is added anywhere within that
category’s subtree, the product or category is also automatically excluded.

• If a category or product is both included and
excluded, the exclusion wins—that is, the cate-
gory or product are considered to be excluded.

• If a category is excluded, products within it can-
not be included.

• A category or a product cannot have two parent
categories. 

These filtering rules introduce a number of significant lim-
itations into catalog design. For example, the last rule says
that each product has exactly one parent category. Such
restrictions make it much easier to implement catalog fil-
tering in the commerce platform. However, these restric-
tions might be unacceptable in many business situations.
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The implementation of each cat-
alog filtering method must be
based on a clearly documented
set of business rules. These
rules must be made available to
the line of business administra-
tors so that they understand the
impact of their filtering decisions.

The IT architects must work with
the line of business managers to
ensure that the limitations intro-
duced by catalog filtering rules
are acceptable.

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

If that is the case, and it is truly impossible for the business to live with the limitations, the IT
architects must work to understand the business requirements and to implement a modified set of
rules, which is more appropriate to the business.

Sharing Pricing Data
With data-driven pricing, typically there is a specified amount, or price, which is associated with
each product. When price is calculated, this amount must be looked up. Usually these prices are
grouped into price lists, so that a single price list contains the prices of all products in the catalog.

Product prices can be shared among multiple sites by creating the price lists in the model
site. Typically, the catalog model site would be used; in other words, the shared price lists would
be made available to all sites that share the same catalog data.

Each site must also have the capability to create its own price lists. The rule is that if a prod-
uct has a price both in the commerce site and in the catalog model site, the commerce site price is
the one that applies. In other words, the price that is specified in the site lowest in the site path
overrides the price specified in the higher level site, as shown in Figure 17.3.
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Site ID: 1

Site ID: 11

Site ID: 12

Catalog Model Site

B2B Site

B2C Site

Shared Catalog

Writing Instruments

Paper

Pen
Pencil

Graph Paper Pad
200-Sheet Laser Paper

Laser Pen

Writing Instruments

Paper
Pen
Pencil

Graph Paper Pad
200-Sheet Laser Paper

Green Graph Paper Pad

B2C Catalog

Writing Instruments

Paper

Pen
Pencil

Graph Paper Pad
200-Sheet Laser Paper

B2B Catalog

Product Price

99.2$neP

Pencil $1.99

Graph Paper Pad $5.99

200 Sheet Laser Paper $7.99

Shared Price List

ecirPtcudorP

96.2$neP

99.9$nePresaL

Prices for B2B

ecirPtcudorP

Green Graph Paper Pad $9.99

Prices for B2C

Figure 17.3 Example of shared price list and price overrides 
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In this example, the shared catalog also specifies a shared price list; however, the B2B site over-
rides the price of a pen, making it cheaper for the B2B customers. This way, the price of the pen
on the B2B site is $2.69, whereas the price of the same pen on B2C site is $2.99.

In addition, each site must specify the prices of the products that are created within the con-
text of that site. The B2B site must specify the price for the laser pen, and the B2C site must spec-
ify the price for the green graph paper.

In some cases, a site might need to provide price overrides not just for a small number of
products, but for all products. For example, frequently each site created for a different country
maintains its own price list. In this situation, prices are not shared among the different sites.

Therefore, the arrangement that we have outlined is quite flexible and can serve many dif-
ferent situations. Essentially, if prices need to be shared, the shared price lists can be placed into
the catalog model site. At the same time, each site retains the option of overriding some or all the
prices and to provide prices for locally unique products.

There is another frequently used technique that allows a site to make use of the shared price
list while adjusting it to its own needs. A site might want to specify a price adjustment to the
shared price, usually as a percentage of the base, as shown in Figure 17.4.
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Catalog Model Site

B2B Site

B2C Site

Shared Catalog

Writing Instruments

Paper

Pen
Pencil

Graph Paper Pad
200-Sheet Laser Paper

Laser Pen

Writing Instruments

Paper
Pen
Pencil

Graph Paper Pad
200-Sheet Laser Paper

Green Graph Paper Pad

B2C Catalog

Writing Instruments

Paper

Pen
Pencil

Graph Paper Pad
200-Sheet Laser Paper

B2B Catalog

Product Price

99.2$neP

Pencil $1.99

Graph Paper Pad $5.99

200-Sheet Laser Paper $7.99

Shared Inventory Pool

ecirPtcudorP

$9.99Laser Pen

Inventory Dedicated to Customer A

ecirPtcudorP

Green Graph Paper Pad $9.99

Prices for B2C

ecirPCategory

—10%Writing Instruments

Price Adjustments for B2B Site

Figure 17.4 Example of price adjustments 
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In this example, the B2B site sets a ten percent discount on the Writing Instruments category.
With this single setting, all products in that category will automatically be priced lower on that
site.

This pricing technique is convenient because it greatly reduces the amount of data that
needs to be managed. When a site specifies a price override for a product, this effectively creates
a new price that needs to be managed. If the price of the product changes, probably all sites that
have overridden the price of this product have to go back and make sure that their price is still cor-
rect.

If a site specifies a percentage adjustment, there is no subsequent maintenance necessary. If
the base price in the model site later changes, the adjusted price will automatically reflect the
change because it is calculated as a percentage discount of the shared price. 

A site can specify both percentage adjustments and price overrides, as shown in Figure 17.5.

340 Chapter 17 Data Sharing Business Logic

Catalog Model Site

Site A

Shared Catalog

Category 1

Category 2

Category 12

Category 11

Product 21

Category 22

Product Price

Product 111 $5.00

Product 112 $6.00

Product 121 $7.00

Product 122 $8.00

Product 21 $9.00

Product 221 $10.00

Product 222 $11.00

Shared Price List

Product Price

Product 111 -5%

Product Price Adjustments

Product 121
Product 122

Product 111
Product 112

Product 221
Product 222

Category Adjustment

Category 1 -5%

Category  11 -10%

Category Price Adjustments

Product Price

Product  21 $8.50

Product Price Overrides

Figure 17.5 Example of combination of price adjustments and price overrides

Here, the site gives a 5% discount on all products within category 1. In addition, within that, cat-
egory11 has a higher discount set at 10%. Within that, product 111 has an adjustment set to 5%;
that is, the 10% discount of category11 does not apply to product 111.

From a convenience and usability point of view, it is nice to present the price overrides and
price adjustments in a single view. It is also a good idea to combine the price view with the
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catalog filter view so that it is clear to the line of business administrators which products need
price adjustments. To illustrate this, Figure 17.6 shows a single view that combines the catalog
filter with price adjustments and price overrides.
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Shared Catalog

Category 1 [-5%]

Category 2

Category 12

Category 11 [-5%]

Product 21  [$7.00]

Category 22

Product 121 [-5%]

Product 122 [-5%]

Product 111 [-10%]

Product 112 [-5%]

Product 221

Product 222

Category 31

Category 3

Category 32

Product 321

Product 322

Product 311

Product 312

Figure 17.6 Single view of a catalog filter, price adjustments, and price overrides

In this example, you can easily see all the catalog-related
adjustments and settings that have been made by the site’s
administrators.

In reality, however, the administrators are likely to
need several different visual representations to administer
prices. The combined view serves as a good overall view
and can be used to create price overrides and adjustments.
In addition, the administrators will likely need to enter and
view price overrides or price adjustments in a spreadsheet
format when working on many products or categories. 

Sharing Pricing Rules
From the customer’s point of view, pricing involves not only the list price of the product, but also
the actual final amount that they have to pay, and it includes all the charges in the invoice that they
receive. However, from the seller’s point of view, pricing consists of several different elements,
each of which is calculated differently from the others. 

The administrative tooling pro-
vided by the commerce platform
must provide multiple ways to
view a site’s product prices and
price adjustments so that the
administrators can be as produc-
tive as possible with managing
the product catalog and its
prices.
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For example, the total order price might include the following components:

• Prices of each product

• Promotional discount, which reduces the price of one of the items

• Shipping charges for the order

• Other service charges or surcharges 

• Taxes applied to the products and taxes to shipping charges

• Promotional discount, which reduces the amount of the entire order

Each of these elements of the total price is calculated based on a set of rules programmed in the
commerce platform and based on the price lists or other data that are made available in the data-
base. In some cases, different sites are expected to charge the same amount for all items, whereas
in other cases, each site applies its own completely independent pricing. 

It is also common that some of the pricing elements are shared among sites, whereas others
are not. For example, if there are multiple sites serving different customer segments in the same
geography, taxes and shipping charges are likely to be the same, but prices might be different.

Fundamentally, there are two aspects to all these pricing calculations. The first aspect is the
data; in other words, the information that is used to determine prices. This typically consists of
price lists in which each list contains the price that should be charged for each product.

The second aspect of pricing calculations is the rules, or the algorithms, used to calculate
the price. For example, shipping charges are often calculated by a formula based on the weight of
the product. Similarly, taxes could be determined by applying a formula, such as a certain per-
centage of the product price. 

In some cases, even the product prices can be determined by rules. This could be the case,
for instance, when the products are not simple packaged goods but represent complex services.
The price of each service could depend on many factors involved, and companies might have
complex rules that determine the prices based on such factors as the specifications of the order,
the customer’s environment, or even the time when the installation is to be performed. 

We describe some of the typical ways in which a commerce platform can set up the pricing
rules and associated configuration data to enable maximum flexibility for the business users to
determine whether to share pricing logic among sites. The suggestions and examples we give
here tend to apply to many different kinds of rules, and hopefully you will find them useful in
your own situation as well.

About Price Rules
In the most general sense, a price rule is an algorithm, or a block of programmed logic, which
results in some adjustment to the amount of the order. 

This algorithm necessarily requires some information to be used as input. Figure 17.7 illus-
trates an example of a shipping charge calculation rule.
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Figure 17.7 Example of the rule for a shipping charge calculation 

The input information for the rule can come from many areas. In the example, there are four
inputs required. The first is the shipping weight, which is available from the product catalog. To
invoke the rule, you need to look up the product in the catalog and determine its shipping weight.
The quantity ordered and shipping destination are also required input, and these would be avail-
able in the details of the order. In addition, the shipping charge calculation rule needs to look up
the rate tables, which presumably would be made available in the database.

Other types of rules might require different sets of inputs. Taxes might be calculated based
on such factors as the taxation category of the product, the tax rate, the location of the customer,
and the shipping destination. Targeted promotions might require customer information and the
time of the order. 

What we see is that the data required as input into pricing rules might come from several
different sources, and each type of the input data can be shared among sites in different ways.
Some of the necessary information, such as the weight, would be available in the product catalog.
This information can be shared among multiple sites using model sites, in the same way as the
rest of the catalog would be shared, as we have already discussed.

Product prices are another type of input into price rules. We have also already discussed the
sharing of price lists among sites, including the specification of adjustments to list prices and the
ability to provide site-specific price overrides.

Some of the input to price rules consists of operational information that is created in the
context of the customer. This can include order details such as quantity or shipping destination, or
it can be the result of a previous calculation, as in the product price that is required for tax calcu-
lation. This kind of information is inherently not subject to sharing but is retrieved either from the
customer’s context or from the order details.

There can also be additional information necessary for price rules, such as rate tables,
which needs to be maintained. These tables often do need to be shared among sites, but in other
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situations, it is better for each site to maintain its own tables. For example, if there are several
sites for different market segments within the same location, most likely shipping charges will be
the same for all these sites. 

Sharing Rule Definitions 
In many cases, different sites have completely different price rules. For example, certain shipping
methods might apply only in some countries but not in others. Similarly, most of the time tax cal-
culation rules are country-specific, and the taxes of one country do not apply to other countries.
There are many situations where price rules are shared among many sites. 

Figure 17.8 illustrates this sharing arrangement, where some shipping methods are shared
and some are not.
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Model Site

Commerce Site B

Shipping Method 1 Shipping Method 2

Shipping Method 3

Commerce Site A

Figure 17.8 Shared and nonshared shipping methods

In this example, two shipping methods are shared among all sites. A third shipping method is
only available in one of the sites.

Thus, the implementation of the commerce platform should be flexible enough to allow
sharing some rule definitions, while letting each site add additional locally specific rules. This
concept applies equally to all types of rules that we discuss, including taxes, shipping, promo-
tions, and price computation algorithms. Each of these price rules, and the associated definitions,
might be defined in the model site, or in the commerce site so that the combination of both is the
set of rules available in the commerce site.

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



ptg

Sharing Rate Tables
A price rule is often associated with rate tables that are used as one of the inputs into the rule. If
there is a need for the rate tables to be shared, it is appropriate to place them in the model site so
that they are shared by all the associated commerce sites. Figure 17.9 shows an example of an
arrangement where shipping methods and the associated rate tables are shared among sites. 
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Shared Rate Tables for
Shipping Method 1

Shared Rate Tables for
Shipping Method 1

Rate Tables for Shipping
Method 3

Model Site

Site B

Shipping Method 1 Shipping Method 2

Weight Rate

Weight RateWeight Rate

Shipping Method 3Site A

Figure 17.9 Shared and nonshared shipping methods and the corresponding rate tables

In reality, of course, there would be many rate tables to use for the different kinds of charges. For
example, different shipping providers would obviously charge different amounts. Similarly, dif-
ferent methods of the same provider, such as 3-day delivery versus overnight delivery, will have
different rates. All these rate tables should be placed in the model site if they are to be shared.

It is not uncommon that a commerce site needs to provide its own rate tables for shared
price rules. For example, the sites for different countries might all allow the use of the same ship-
ping providers, but the rate tables are country-specific, as shown in Figure 17.10.
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Figure 17.10 Shared shipping method definitions with non-shared rate tables 

Sharing Associations Between the Price Rule and Products
Another kind of data that is often required for price rules to work is the associations of products
to the price rules that apply to them. For example, a product might be shipped using only a subset
of the methods available in the commerce site. Similarly, a product might need to be associated
with a specific set of tax rules that apply to it. Promotions might also be restricted to only a cer-
tain set of products, or to specific categories. Product qualification for promotions is frequently
determined by complex rules, which take into account such factors as the time of purchase, the
quantity purchased, other products that the customer has in the shopping cart, and even the iden-
tity of the customer.

Just like the price rules and the rate tables, these associations between price rules and prod-
ucts also need to be shared among sites. 

Figure 17.11 illustrates the sharing of shipping method associations.
In this example, the first shipping method is only applicable to category 1, whereas the sec-

ond shipping method is associated with both top-level categories in the catalog. These shipping
methods are created in the model site and are shared among all sites. Within site B, there is a
locally specific shipping method, which is available only within that site and can be used for any
products in category 2.
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Figure 17.11 Sharing associations between products and shipping methods 

The same principles apply for other types of price rules,
both in cases when they are associated to products or cate-
gories directly, and when the relationship is expressed
using a rule. The specification of which products are appli-
cable to each price rule might be shared among commerce
sites by placing them in the model site. The specifications
can also be defined in the context of each site to allow for
locally specific rules and their associations.

Sharing Inventory
It is common for multiple sites to draw upon the same
common pool of inventory. With the use of model sites,
this can be accomplished by maintaining inventory in the
model site. The idea is that when an order is created, the same inventory record is decremented,
regardless of which site the order was placed in.
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Product 111

Shared Rate Tables for
Shipping Method 3

Shared Catalog

Category 1

Category 2

Category 12

Category 11

Product 21

Category 22

Product 121
Product 122

Product 112

Product 221
Product 222

Shared Rate Tables for
Shipping Method 1
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Shipping Method 2

Model Site
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Shipping Method 1

Shipping Method 2

Weight Rate

Weight Rate

Weight RateShipping Method 3Site A

The association between prod-
ucts and price rules can be
defined in many different ways.
For example, shipping charges
are often direct relationships to
products or to categories. For
promotions, the product qualifica-
tions are often expressed as
rules, rather than as explicitly
stored data. In both cases, the
association can be defined in the
model site so it is shared among
multiple commerce sites.
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Figure 17.12 illustrates the shared pool of inventory. The catalog model site contains both
the catalog and the inventory records for all products, which apply to all sites. At the same time,
for any nonshared products that are created in the context of a single commerce site, the corre-
sponding inventory record must also exist in that commerce site.
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Catalog Model Site

B2B Site

B2C Site

Shared Catalog
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Graph Paper Pad
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Green Graph Paper Pad

Pencil 300

Graph Paper Pad 430

200-Sheet Laser Paper 400

Local Inventory for B2C Site

Figure 17.12 Inventory for shared and nonshared products

Multiple Inventory Pools
Sometimes the business needs to maintain an additional pool of inventory that is allocated
entirely for the benefit of a single site. For example, let’s say a site is created for a single, large
customer. That customer might have been promised a high availability of some products, in pref-
erence to other customers. In other words, even if the shared pool of inventory runs out for a par-
ticular item, this particular customer can still order the product and expect prompt delivery.

A simple way to express such a preferred inventory pool in a multisite platform is by creat-
ing a duplicate inventory record within the commerce site, as shown in Figure 17.13.

In this example, customer A has an additional pool of 30 pens and 30 pencils, which is ded-
icated entirely to this customer’s needs. If the shared pool of inventory runs out, the system will
start decrementing inventory from the site’s local pool.
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Figure 17.13 Private inventory pool

In reality, the rules regarding the handling of multiple inventory pools can vary depending on
business requirements. In some cases, it is desired to draw upon the shared inventory before the
local inventory is used. However, there can be instances where the local pool of inventory must be
used first before the shared pool is used. These business rules must be studied carefully by the
implementation team to make sure the platform fulfills the company’s requirements.

Inventory Configuration
When inventory is managed by the commerce application, it is usually not sufficient for the appli-
cation to maintain only the inventory levels for products. To track inventory, it is also necessary to
have configuration information that determines how the inventory system works.

One example of such a configuration is the concept of a warehouse, which is also some-
times referred to as a fulfillment center. Inventory typically exists within a warehouse so that each
inventory record indicates the quantity of the item at a particular location. A company might have
several different warehouses in different parts of the country, and inventory allocation involves
determining the most appropriate warehouse to use for the items in the order.

The warehouse configuration involves not only the list and locations of warehouses, but
also information about each warehouse’s business practices. For example, the inventory system
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needs to know how long it takes to ship an item from a warehouse because some of them might be
more efficient at fulfilling orders than others. A warehouse might have rules regarding which
shipping methods it can use. In many cases, shipping charges are dependent on the warehouse
used for shipping the products in the order. 

In addition to configuring the warehouses themselves, it is necessary to associate them with
sites. Each site might only use certain warehouses so that with a multinational company, there
might be warehouses set up to serve particular geographies. For example, sites in Europe might
not use American warehouses, and vice versa, for fulfilling orders. 

Different sites might also have rules that govern inventory allocation, such as which ware-
houses take priority. Other rules could reflect the local accounting practices, such as whether old-
est or newest inventory is to be used.

Finally, there might be inventory configuration for each product in the catalog. For
example, the commerce system needs to know whether a back order is allowed for certain items
when inventory is unavailable, or whether customer orders for such items should be rejected.
Another example is to mark some products in the catalog so that inventory for them is not
checked at all. 

Depending on the nature of the business and the company’s established business practices,
this configuration can vary greatly, and we have only mentioned a few common examples. The
important point here is that when multiple sites use the same product catalog, they might want to
share the inventory configuration as well.

Figure 17.14 illustrates how inventory configuration can be shared using the model site
approach. When a warehouse is created in the context of the model site, the warehouse and its
inventory is automatically available to all the associated commerce sites. 

Each site might also have its own warehouses that are dedicated to its needs. Such private
warehouses need to be created in the context of the appropriate commerce site, and these would
not be used by other sites.

The model site contains the inventory configuration regarding the inventory allocation
business rules or item configurations, and this configuration is shared by all the commerce sites.

In addition, each commerce site might override the config-
uration with its own site-specific needs. In our example,
the model site might indicate that inventory in warehouse
1 is to be used first before any other warehouse. However,
site 2 might indicate that its private warehouse 2 should
take precedence in inventory allocation.

Similarly, the model site might indicate that a cer-
tain product can be backordered if inventory is unavail-
able. However, site 2 might deal with excessive demand,
and it can override this so that within that site backorders
for this product are not accepted.
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You can create a shared pool of
inventory by placing the inven-
tory information in a model site.
Inventory defined in the context
of one commerce site is only
available to the customers of that
site. 

Inventory and warehouse config-
uration information can also be
shared by placing it inside a
model site.
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Figure 17.14 Sharing inventory configuration

Data Sharing Techniques
So far we have seen several examples of data assets that are shared in a multisite environment. All
these different types of data tend to use the same common set of techniques for sharing the data
among multiple sites. When used together, these techniques are powerful and allow for com-
merce sites to be easily modified while sharing the vast majority of their data. 

In a way, all these techniques are like a toolbox, which might be used by IT designers when
implementing a multisite commerce platform. Each type of data asset needs to use those tech-
niques that are applicable to it. 

We now generalize these techniques and give examples of the common generic data shar-
ing techniques that have been used successfully in many business situations.

Data Sharing and Filtering
With data sharing, the common set of data assets are made available to multiple sites. The tech-
nique to make this easy to implement is by placing the shared data within model sites. The com-
merce sites that need to make use of the shared data are associated with model sites by specifying
their site path.
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Commerce sites can also add additional data in their local context, which is not shared with
other sites. This site-specific data is visible only within the site where it is created. 

Furthermore, commerce sites can create filters so that only portions of shared data are
available on their sites. A filter can specify that only a subset of the shared data is to be made
available within the commerce site; alternatively, the filter can exclude portions of shared data
from the commerce site.

From the commerce site’s point of view, the total data available with the site is the union of
site-specific data with the shared data, subject to data filtering criteria.

Data Override
With data override, the site uses most of the shared data that is placed in the model site but over-
rides a part of it. This is useful where only one or two fields need to be site-specific, whereas the
rest of the data is the same for all sites.

One example of this is for marketing campaigns. Let’s say a company has sites for different
countries and creates a global campaign within the model site so that it applies to all country
sites. However, even though the images and the business rules for the campaign are all the same,
the countries need to provide the appropriate text for some of the marketing messages. The reason
could be to ensure that these messages are culturally sensitive, or maybe the company does not
have the translation center to create all the messages in all languages centrally.

In this case, the administrators of each site must override the default marketing message
with the one that they choose to be appropriate. This override text is unique for each site and does
not need to be shared, whereas the rest of the marketing campaign is derived from the model site.

Another example of data override can occur with catalog descriptions. When a site is
geared to a particular market segment, there might be a need to customize the product names and
descriptions to the needs of that market. The rest of product information, such as the categories,
images, attributes, and specifications, would all be the same, but the description that is displayed
on the search results might need to be site-specific. Hence, there is a need to allow site adminis-
trators to enter local descriptions for their products.

In some cases, this applies not only to product descriptions, but also to SKUs and names.
For example, if a site is created for a large customer, the customer might demand that the product
names and SKUs do not follow the seller’s convention but correspond to the buyer’s own internal
catalog. Within the context of the site, therefore, each product would be identified by the buyer’s
part number, rather than by the seller’s SKU. Again, this is an example of overriding the value of
a field within the context of a site.

Restrictions on Sites
Generally, all data placed in the model site is automatically available to commerce sites. It is up
to the commerce site administrators to filter out any data that is inappropriate to them. However,
sometimes the restrictions on data sharing need to be imposed by central administrators, rather
than left to the discretion of the site administrators.
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One example of this can happen when the company creates a marketing campaign, and it is
aware from the start that this campaign will not apply to certain geographies. It could be danger-
ous to create the campaign in the model site and rely on the administrator of each site to exclude
the campaign if it is inappropriate to them. 

The central administrators wnt to to exclude the restricted sites from sharing this particular
campaign immediately, as soon as it is created. This way, there is no danger of this campaign
inadvertently showing up in the restricted sites.

The same concept can apply to other data, such as the introduction of new products or cate-
gories. In a way, the central administrators are given the ability to prefilter their data assets on
behalf of site administrators, both to save them the work and to ensure that the sites conform to
the company’s policies.

Preclusion of Interference
Let’s say the company wants to run an advertisement on a particular spot on the welcome page of
all its sites. Perhaps this is in support of a major product launch or as part of a global advertising
campaign. The company’s central administrators want to make sure that individual sites have no
capability to filter out this advertisement, but rather they want to reserve the spot for the use of the
global campaign.

This situation is a case of imposed data sharing in which sites do not voluntarily accept the
shared data, but rather the data assets are imposed on all sites. To do this, the central administra-
tors need to not only create the data in the model site, but also to mark the appropriate aspects of
the shared data as being nonmodifiable.

In the preceding case of the globally imposed marketing campaign, the data that is non-
modifiable is the advertisement, the location of the advertisement, and the schedule when the
advertisement is to be displayed. 

This imposition of shared data can be manifested in a number of different ways. In the
strictest imposition, the central administrators run a marketing campaign on all sites. A less
imposing arrangement would be where the central administrators still allow site administrators to
exclude a marketing message from their site, but they do not allow them to override the text of the
message. In other words, they either use it as is, or they don’t use it at all. 

Another example is where site administrators are not allowed to exercise some of the data-
sharing techniques we described. Perhaps some sites are not allowed to create local products or
categories but are still allowed to exclude products. In a different situation, a site might not be
allowed to exclude products but must present all products in the shared catalog and has access to
catalog filtering. 

The fundamental idea of the “preclusion of interference” technique is to disallow site
administrators from interfering with the company’s direction or the company’s policies.
Although the administrators of each site generally are allowed to adapt the shared data to their
needs, in some cases, this capability is restricted to ensure consistent messaging for all of the
company’s sites. 
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Integration with Back-End Applications
Most of the time, the commerce application must integrate with several other systems. Usually, the
commerce application is not used to manage the company’s enterprise data, such as products,
prices, or inventory. Instead, this master data resides on various other systems, which usually are
not accessible by customers directly. The data that is managed by these back-end systems, how-
ever, needs to be made accessible to customers while they interact with the commerce application.

Figure 17.15 gives an example of integration that might need to occur to enable catalog
browsing. When a customer requests to view a product, the commerce application needs to
invoke the back-end system to retrieve the price and inventory. The price and inventory are then
presented to the customer, together with all the other product details.
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Enterprise
Resource Planning

1. Request to view a
product.

2. Retrieve price and
current inventory for
product.

4. Send product,
price, and inventory
information.

3. Return price and
Inventory for product.

Commerce Application

Figure 17.15 Back-end system integration for product viewing

Figure 17.16 gives another illustration of external system integration, this time for customer pro-
files. In this example, the company’s Customer Management System is responsible for maintain-
ing all the company’s customer profiles. A new customer profile might be created through the
commerce application, in which case the registration request must be passed on to the customer
management system so that the customer profile is created there. Customer profiles might also be
created in the Customer Management System through other channels, and these profiles might
need to be loaded into the commerce application through a regular data feed. In addition to the
integration at registration time and the data feed, there needs to be integration at logon time.
When a customer logs on to the commerce application, the commerce system needs to invoke the
customer management system to verify that the customer profile is still active.

Figure 17.17 shows the integration that occurs at order submission time. In this case, the
commerce application must first invoke the payment system to authorize the payment and then
transfer the order to the Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system, for processing.

All these are a few examples of the numerous back-end system integration scenarios that
can occur. Even for these examples, there can be many variations in which the system responsi-
bilities are divided differently. For example, rather than combining inventory and pricing in a
single ERP system, the company might have separate dedicated order management, inventory
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Figure 17.16 Back-end system integration for customer profiles
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Figure 17.17 Back-end system integration for order submission

There can also be variations in the approach to integration. For example, with the “pull”
approach, the commerce system invokes the back-end system in real time when the data is
needed, as was shown with price and inventory look-up in the example in Figure 17.15. Some-
times the “push” approach is used, where the data is loaded at regular intervals from the back-end
system into the commerce system. In Figure 17.16, this is what occurs when the customer data is
loaded from the customer management system into the commerce application.

Site Level Data Mapping
Within the commerce system, a Site object is very important and serves as the context of every
transaction. Depending on the scenario, the site might represent a country, a market segment, or
even a customer. From the point of view of the commerce application, the site is always known

management, and pricing systems. In addition, there can be many other systems that need to be
integrated, such as for marketing activities, shipping information, tax calculations, and many oth-
ers, depending on the company’s IT architecture. 
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because all customer interactions occur within the selected site. Usually the site reference can be
seen directly on the URL used. The commerce application is designed to be configured by the
site, so the presentation and processes are all governed by this site context.

Other company applications, especially back-end systems, are usually not aware of the
concept of a site. Within these systems, the corresponding concept either does not exist at all, or it
is expressed in different ways.

For example, let’s say that there are sites created for different market segments. The presen-
tation and flow of a site is tailored to the market segment, as are the catalog and the marketing
campaigns. However, the ERP system and the customer management system are not aware of
this, and within their database, there is no information about sites. 

The ERP system would contain the price lists that apply to customers. For example, there
might be different price lists for B2B and B2C customer accounts. However, in the ERP database,
this association between customer accounts and price lists is explicit, without knowledge that
these customers use different sites. Within the commerce system, the price list is selected auto-
matically by virtue of accessing the appropriate site.

This lack of site awareness means that whenever the commerce and the back-end systems
communicate, the site information must be somehow mapped or translated between them. Figure
17.18 illustrates this for the catalog and price data feed. 
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Figure 17.18 Data mapping for catalog and price data feed
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In this example, the company does not want the commerce application to look up prices from the
ERP system in real time, but instead it loads the price lists into the commerce database. 

The company in Figure 17.18 has four customers. In the ERP system, each customer is asso-
ciated with the price list that corresponds to the market segment to which the customer belongs.
From an order processing point of view, this is sufficient. However, in the company’s commerce
platform, the company wants to create different sites for the different market segments. 

Based on this layout, each price list must be associated with the appropriate site. In other
words, whenever prices are loaded into the commerce database, the data load application must
find out to which site the prices must be loaded. 

The ERP system has no information about sites, and it would be impossible to determine
the correct destination of the price lists merely by looking at the ERP versions of price lists. The
commerce database must somehow carry the association between the sites and ERP price lists.
This association information would be used by the data load application so that the prices are
loaded into the correct site. In Figure 17.18, data from “price list 1” in ERP is mapped to “price
list A” in Site A in the commerce system; similarly, the ERP “price list 2” is mapped to “price list
B” in Site B.

This example of Figure 17.18 is relatively simple, in that the entire catalog can be safely
loaded into the model site. In this example, site-specific data is maintained on the commerce
application, whereas the ERP system is not aware of them, and no additional mapping is
necessary.

However, many times the catalog exclusions and restrictions must also be loaded from the
back-end application to the commerce site. In such a case, the same data mapping must occur in
which the load application must examine the catalog restrictions specified by the ERP system and
translate them into site-specific catalog filters as represented in the commerce application.

A similar problem would occur for customer information mapping. Let’s say that whenever
a new customer profile is created in the commerce system, the corresponding profile must be cre-
ated in the ERP system. As we see in Figure 17.18, the new customer profile must be associated
with the appropriate price list. The only way to determine the correct price list would be by look-
ing it up from the site where the customer was registered. In the same way, if a customer profile is
loaded from the back-end system into the commerce application, the profile must be associated
with the correct site. Again, this can be done only if there is a mapping from the ERP method of
representing customers to the commerce application site-based association. 

Site Mappings
Fundamentally, external system integration requires the mapping of sites to many different kinds
of objects within the back-end systems. For example, a site might need to be mapped to a price
list, a contract, a customer accounts, or even to a bill-to or a ship-to. Often a site might need to be
associated with several different objects within the multiple back-end systems to which the com-
merce application must integrate.
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We are thus faced with an interesting dilemma. On the one hand, it is important to make it
easy to create sites, without any involvement of IT personnel. Ideally, the line of business admin-
istrators can enter all the necessary information to make an operational site. On the other hand,
for the site to be truly operational, it needs to be created with some fairly complicated mapping
information that enables back-end system integration, and with IT involvement line of business
administrators might not understand these mappings. 

Another complication is that the information needed for site mapping might change as the
integration needs grow. When new kinds of sites are created, they might require additional infor-
mation that earlier sites did not require. Clearly, the integration applications, such as data loads,
would need to be modified for these new sites. However, it is certainly desirable to avoid the need
to modify the commerce application when new sites are created just because of the need for map-
ping some additional data to their back-end counterparts.

To address these challenges, we suggest that the commerce application must allow for arbi-
trary mappings to be created in a site. For example, this mapping information could be expressed
as name-value pairs so that each site could contain unlimited mappings as needed. Table 17.1
shows an example of such mapping.

Table 17.1 Example of Site Level Mapping Using Name-Value Pairs

Mapping Name Mapping Value Comment

AccountID ABC567 The ID of customer account in ERP

ContractID CNR56T98 The ID of the contract in the ERP system

In this example, the site is mapped to an account and a contract in the ERP system. Because the
information is untyped and unlimited, it would be easy to create additional name-value pairs for
other mappings if necessary. Such mapping information would be created at the time of site cre-
ation to enable the integration of the site with back-end systems. 

Depending on requirements, the mapping could hold more information. For example, if a
site contains multiple price lists, it might be necessary to specify both the name of the price list in
the commerce system and in the ERP system.

You can easily imagine an administrative user interface in which a qualified administrator
can enter this information for any site. They would need to simply specify the name of the map-
ping and the corresponding value in the back-end system. With such an interface, there would be
a minimal need to modify the commerce application when additional site level data mappings are
required.

With such a generic mapping, site level data mappings become much easier. When a site is
created, in addition to specifying all the site specific data, it is also necessary to enter the mapping
information. The site administrator would select the type of mapping specified and then enter the
appropriate ERP code for that information.
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Sometimes the line of business staff cannot be trained to enter all the necessary informa-
tion. For example, the data mappings might require information that line of business administra-
tors cannot possibly know about, such as the server name of the back-end system. The data stored
with the mappings might also be encrypted or encoded, or it might be so complicated that the line
of business staff cannot be trusted to enter it correctly. 

In such situations, IT personnel involvement is necessary when a new site is created. How-
ever, with this generic mapping mechanism and interface, the IT personnel involvement becomes
easy and minimal, to the point that it would not significantly slow down the process of site
creation.

In some cases, the mapping information might even be shared among sites. For example, if
many sites use the same price lists in the ERP system, it makes sense for them to share much of
the ERP mapping configuration. Each site needs to specify only the unique information that is
necessary to distinguish its requests to the back-end system from the requests coming from other
sites.

This generic site-data mapping will not work in all cases. For example, it will not work if
the mapping information is a complex data structure consisting of many parts. However, in many
situations, it works well, and in those cases, the generic mapping approach can help simplify and
speed up the creation of new sites.

Summary
We have seen that the requirements for sharing the products catalog among multiple sites are ful-
filled by combining several techniques:

• Shared data is created in the context of a model site.

• Site-specific data is created in the context of each commerce site.

• Each commerce site can create a shared data filter so that only the selected portions of
shared data are used on that site.

• The data filters can be created not only in the context of a commerce site, but also by the
central administrators on behalf of multiple sites.

• Each commerce site can override some fields within shared data so that while most data
is shared, this particular field is customized to the needs of the site.

• Central administrators can restrict commerce sites from making changes to data.
Examples of such restrictions include preventing them from creating local data, disal-
lowing them from filtering out certain data assets, or preventing them from overriding
certain data assets.

These are general techniques that can be applied to many kinds of shared data. However, the tech-
niques must be applied to each type of data in a unique way. For example, data filtering is impor-
tant for shared catalogs but is usually unnecessary for shared inventory. 
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Furthermore, each company must be careful to ensure that the techniques that it allows its
administrators to use are consistent with the company’s direction. For example, usually it is
unnecessary to impose restrictions on product filtering because it is reasonable to allow each site
to select its set of products for sale. However, it might be necessary to impose global advertising
campaigns from which individual sites cannot opt out.

Therefore, for each type of shared data assets, the designers of the commerce platform
must select the appropriate sharing techniques that will be used. For each technique, they must
specify the business rules that apply, such as the implications of data filtering, or of data
overrides.

The sharing techniques, such as catalog filtering rules or opt-out rules, must be clearly doc-
umented so that the business understands how data is shared among sites.

Finally, the integration of a multisite commerce platform with back-end systems creates the
problem of correlation of site-specific data and shared data with the data on the external systems.
One technique to address this problem of data mapping is the creation of mapping tables associ-
ated with each site. The tables are associated with a site and are indexed by the name of the map-
ping. Each row contains the corresponding code in the back-end system, and if necessary, the
value in the commerce system.

Site-specific data mappings must be specified through a generic administrative interface
when the commerce site is created. Ideally, the line of business staff should be trained to fill in the
necessary values in accordance with IT instructions. If this is not possible, this task has to be car-
ried out by IT. If the integration mappings are specified in the model site, they can be shared by
multiple commerce sites. 
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361

C H A P T E R 1 8

Data Sharing Architecture
Patterns

Key Concepts:

Build a multisite commerce platform around an overall data sharing architecture that suits 
business needs

Use architecture patterns from typical commerce scenarios as a starting point for the data 
sharing architecture of a commerce platform

Combine the features of several architecture patterns to create a data sharing architecture for 
a company’s complex scenario

Ensure that the data sharing architecture is extensible for a company’s future needs

We described a number of ideas that enable the sharing of data among multiple sites. These ideas
included authorization domains for managing access to sites, model sites for managing shared
data assets, and site paths for associating commerce sites to the appropriate model sites. When
designing a multisite commerce platform, the architects must consciously put together all these
concepts to ensure that the overall architecture is conducive to the company’s long-term needs.

The data sharing architecture is a specification of the layout of the key data assets within
the platform. This architecture enables designers to easily determine the capabilities of the plat-
form and to know whether the company’s requirements can be met.

The data management architecture must be designed to suit the needs of the company. As
the business evolves, the architecture must be flexible enough so that the same platform can be
used for the new sites that the company requires. This means that the data sharing architecture
must enable the sharing of new data asset types that might become necessary in the future, and
the management of shared and site-specific data. The data sharing architecture must also enable
the creation and management of new sites and even new kinds of sites that the business might
need in the future.
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Several data management architecture patterns have been successfully used for the typical
multisite scenarios described in this book. Certainly, each company situation requires careful
design that takes into account its specific requirements. However, these patterns have served as a
starting point that can be expanded and built upon to suit the company’s needs.

In this chapter, we describe some of these starting-point architecture patterns. These
examples are intended to give an overall perspective of how the data sharing concepts are put
together within the overall shared commerce platform. We hope that these examples can be useful
as starting points for future designs.

Data Sharing Architecture Patterns for Country Sites
When sites are created for different countries, they always share the same catalog, but depending
on the situation, other data sharing requirements can vary. Figure 18.1 shows the layout of sites
and authorization domains.
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Figure 18.1 Data sharing architecture pattern for country sites: Authorization Domain view

In this architecture, there are two top-level authorization domains: One domain is used for com-
merce sites, and the other is used for model sites. This arrangement is necessary because the
model sites are typically administered by a central organization within the company, whereas the
commerce sites are administered by the corresponding branch of the business responsible for it.
Because these are different groups within the company, the roles and policies needed for model
sites can be very different from those for the online commerce sites.
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Thanks to multiple levels of authorization domains, administrators can be created both for
each country and at the top level. In Figure 18.1, a site planner is given such a top-level role so
that she can create new sites and, if necessary, deactivate and remove obsolete sites.

Figure 18.1 also shows a top-level product administrator. This person has the authority to
manage site-specific products for all sites; he can also manage the catalog filter for all sites. Such
central top-level administrators are needed to oversee the entire operation, with ability to access
all sites. Another reason to grant roles at the top level is to simplify the role assignment process.
Sometimes a company might designate a single person to administer all its sites. In this case,
granting the appropriate role at the global level simplifies this assignment process: Rather than
giving the role to the administrator for each site, it is sufficient to assign a single top-level role.

Figure 18.2 shows how data is divided among the model and commerce sites. In this layout,
the shared catalog resides in the catalog model site, and the shared marketing and presentation
data reside in the presentation model site.
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Figure 18.2 Data sharing architecture pattern for country sites: Site Associations view

In many cases, it is unreasonable for all countries to use the same presentation template. Due to
cultural differences and differences in market conditions, it is common to create several presenta-
tion templates, each accompanied by its own shared marketing material.

If creating these templates becomes necessary, the data sharing architecture can be easily
enhanced, as shown in Figure 18.3. This figure shows both the authorization domain relationships
and the site path relationships between sites and their model sites.
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Figure 18.3 Data sharing architecture pattern for country sites with multiple presentation
templates

This design enables the addition of as many presentation model sites as necessary as the com-
pany’s requirements evolve over time. Access to each model site is controlled by its own authori-
zation domain. This gives the flexibility of granting administrators access only to a specific site or
to all the presentation model sites. All the presentation model sites share the same role definitions
through a shared, common authorization domain.

With this arrangement, all commerce sites use the same catalog model site. However, each
commerce site is associated with the presentation model site that is appropriate to that market. In
other words, when a site is created, the appropriate presentation model site must be selected by
the site planners.

Data Sharing Architecture Pattern for Market Segment Sites
When sites must be created to suit the needs of individual market segments, the architecture pat-
tern is typically similar to the pattern for country sites. There are separate authorization domains
for commerce sites and for model sites. A single catalog model site holds the shared catalog data.
Separate presentation model sites are created for the different market segments. This architecture
pattern is shown in Figure 18.4.
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Figure 18.4 Data sharing architecture pattern for market segment sites

In the example shown in Figure 18.4, theoretically you do not even need to create presentation
model sites at all. There are only two sites, B2B and B2C, and you can simply keep the necessary
presentation and marketing data in each site.

Nevertheless, it is a good idea to create presentation model sites even in this case for future
extensibility. The company might decide in the future to create multiple sites within the B2B or
B2C segments. If that requirement comes up in the future, it would be difficult to satisfy if the
corresponding presentation model sites do not exist. On the other hand, if the presentation model
sites are included in the initial architecture, it will be easy to create additional sites within each
market segment.

There are several important differences in the data architecture between market segment
sites and country sites. The first difference is that with market segment sites, each site might need
to subscribe to a different set of roles. In our example, this is often the case due to the differences
in business processes that are enabled on B2B and B2C sites. Another example would be a site
designed for the government sector, in which government procurement usually has specific
approval processes requiring special roles both for buyers and administrators.

Another difference is with regard to inventory management. With country sites, inventory
is often managed separately for each country; therefore, inventory can be maintained within the
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context of each site. However, with market segment sites, usually all inventory data is shared
among all sites. In the example shown in Figure 18.4, both B2B and B2C sites draw upon the
same shared pool of inventory. Hence, it is correct to place inventory information within the cata-
log model site so that the inventory is shared by all commerce sites.

Data Sharing Architecture Pattern for Brand Sites
When a company sells through several different brands, typically the brands have independence
in the way they manage their catalog marketing campaigns. However, there can be many varia-
tions in other data sharing requirements, such as whether the brands can share any presentation
template materials. Another important factor to consider is whether each brand requires only one
commerce site or whether multiple sites are anticipated.

Figure 18.5 shows the most flexible variation in which each brand has its own presentation
template and also has the option to create multiple sites, such as sites for different countries. In
the example, Brand A can create as many sites as it needs, each one using the brand’s shared cat-
alog, presentation template, and marketing materials. Brand A can also create administrators who
manage all the sites or who are authorized to access only one or a few of the sites. Similarly,
depending on requirements, the customers of Brand A can be registered to access all the brand’s
sites or only one of the sites.
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In our example, Brand B has decided that for the foreseeable future, it needs only a single site.
Nevertheless, creating catalog and presentation model sites is still a good idea. Given that the
commerce platform already is designed to support the concepts of data sharing, the creation of
model sites for Brand B should not add any significant overhead to the implementation project.
At the same time, it does enable the option of additional
Brand B sites in the longer term, if such a requirement
comes up.

This last point is important. The architecture of the
commerce platform must be designed to be flexible and to
enable not only currently known requirements, but also to
support additions and growth in the company in the future.
When the common data is placed into model sites, the
platform enables additional sites in the future, even though
at this time only one site is required.

Data Sharing Architecture Pattern for Company Division Sites
Frequently, the data sharing architecture for company division sites can be similar to the architec-
ture for brand sites. This is the case when each division is responsible for marketing its own set of
products. From a certain point of view, a brand is a company division. For this reason, the archi-
tecture of Figure 18.5 is often appropriate for company division sites as well; just replace the
word brand with division!

However, with company division sites, an additional requirement often comes up, and you
need to plan for it even if initially the business does not mention it as being important. This
requirement is to create a single site in which customers can find all the company’s products, for
all divisions. This portal site might or might not accept orders, but its essential characteristic is to
provide a single view of all the company’s products aggregated from all the divisions. The data
sharing architecture for this requirement is shown in Figure 18.6.

With this arrangement, each division has its own presentation and catalog model sites and
therefore controls its catalog, marketing, and presentation template. Furthermore, each division
can create as many sites as it needs—for example, selling to different countries or to different
market segments.

At the same time, there is a company portal site that combines the catalogs of all divisions.
This is achieved by associating the portal site with multiple catalog model sites. Figure 18.7
shows the site associations required for this arrangement.

The architecture allows each division to have multiple sites. Each of the division’s sites is
associated with the division’s catalog and presentation model sites; in this way, creating a site for
each division is an easy process because most of the necessary data is already available.

Data Sharing Architecture Pattern for Company Division Sites 367

Even if currently only one site is
needed, it is often a good idea to
place catalog, marketing, and
presentation data into model
sites. This enables the creation
of new commerce sites that
share the same data at a later
time, if such a requirement

From the Library of Gayle M. Noll

Download at Boykma.Com



368 Chapter 18 Data Sharing Architecture Patterns

Division A
Site

Division A
Presentation
Model Site

Division
B Site

Division B
Presentation
Model Site

Company
Portal
Site

Role List for
Presentation
Model
Sites

Role List
for Catalog
Model
Sites

Division A
Catalog

Model Site

Division B
Catalog

Model Site

Authorization
Domain for

Commerce Sites

Authorization
Domain for
Model Sites

Role Definitions
for Commerce
Sites

Role Definitions for
Model Sites

Access Control
Policies for

Commerce Site
Roles

Access Control
Policies for
Model Site

Roles

Commerce
Site Planner

Division A
Site-Specific

Administrators

Division A
Catalog

Administrator

Division B
Marketing

Administrator

Division A Site
Designer

Customers with Access to
All the Company�s Site

Division A
Customers

Division B
Customers

Division A
Catalog Model

Site

Division A
Presentation
Model Site

Division B
Presentation
Model Site

Division B
Catalog Model

Site

Division A
Commerce Sites

Division B
Commerce Sites

Company
Portal Site

Presentation
Template for Portal

Site

Figure 18.6 Data sharing architecture pattern for company division sites
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The company portal site is associated with all the catalog model sites, and as a result, its catalog
is aggregated from all the division catalogs. In this example, the company needs only a single
portal site, and all the necessary presentation and marketing information resides directly in the
portal site. Consequently, the company portal site is not associated with any presentation model
site.

Another variation of data sharing setup for company division sites is shown in Figure 18.8.
In this example, to maintain a single brand image, the company wants all its sites to look the
same; in other words, all the sites must share the same presentation template. At the same time,
each division needs to maintain independence in its management of catalog and marketing
information.
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To achieve this requirement, we break up the marketing information from the presentation model
site so that now we have three types of model sites:

• The catalog model site is the same as before, holding the division’s catalog and inven-
tory data.

• The marketing model site contains the division’s marketing information.

• The presentation model site contains only presentation information. There is one pres-
entation model site for the entire company.

With the new type of model site, added flexibility in the kinds of associations can be made. Each
division’s site is associated with the division’s catalog and marketing model sites and the com-
pany’s presentation model site. The company portal site is associated with all catalog model sites
and the presentation model site. The overall data sharing architecture for this scenario is shown in
Figure 18.9.
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Figure 18.9 Data sharing architecture for company division sites with shared presentation

As a result of this arrangement, all the company’s sites automatically look consistent with each
other because they use the same presentation template. However, each division manages its own
marketing campaigns and catalog. The company portal site also manages its own marketing cam-
paigns and uses the catalog aggregated from the divisions.

Data Sharing Architecture for Combined Scenario
The examples of data sharing architecture we have considered so far are confined to single-
purpose scenarios. In other words, in each example the company is involved in a single business
scenario, such as country sites or market segment sites. However, in reality, usually a company
needs to create sites for many scenarios. For example, it might have multiple brands, and each
brand needs to create sites for many countries and many market segments. Or it can have multiple
divisions, and each division sells to different market segments to many countries. The company
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can create sites for different market segments in different countries, and customized sites for
large customers; in some cases, each customer can have different sites in different countries.

To better illustrate the effectiveness of data sharing architecture, let’s consider such a com-
bined scenario. We look at an example in which the company has the following characteristics:

• It operates in many countries.

• Each country needs a B2C site and a B2B site.

• The company also creates specialized sites for large customers; in some cases, each cus-
tomer has several sites, one for each country in which the customer operates.

• To improve system performance, the company regularly loads inventory information
from back-end systems into the commerce system. This means that the commerce sys-
tem must allocate inventory for orders in real-time to make sure that customers get accu-
rate delivery estimates.

• The company also wants to create sites for its resellers and business partners in many
countries. These business partner sites look completely different and follow completely
different business rules than the customer sites, either B2B or B2C. In fact, the business
partner branch of the business is managed by a separate organization within the com-
pany; therefore, it requires different staff roles and administration procedures than do
direct sales.

There are several interesting challenges in this situation. One challenge is dealing with inventory.
We will assume that each country has its own inventory; that is, all the sites within each country
must share the same inventory pool. Another challenge is ensuring that large customer sites have
the flexibility to customize presentation and business rules and yet follow the company’s overall
presentation style. Finally, the partner sites need to be managed completely separately, but they
still participate in the overall architecture by sharing the company’s catalog.

Figure 18.10 shows the authorization domain view of a possible data sharing architecture
for this scenario.

One important feature of this architecture is that it allows for two separate authorization
domain infrastructures: one for partner sites and the other for direct sales sites. Both infrastruc-
tures allow for model sites and commerce sites. This way, each part of the company’s business
can be completely independent in how it manages its sites, to the point of having the capability to
create its own roles and access control policies.

In spite of having such flexibility in site management, all commerce sites from both author-
ization domain infrastructures share the same catalog model site. This is necessary because the
partner sites and the company’s commerce sites all use the same master catalog of the company’s
products. The capability to share the same catalog is an important benefit to using the same plat-
form for these completely different sites, and the common catalog model site makes this easy to
achieve.

Data Sharing Architecture for Combined Scenario 371
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Figure 18.10 Data sharing architecture for combined scenario: Authorization Domain view

The authorization domain hierarchy is designed to give maximum flexibility in assigning access
to groups of sites. With the arrangement in Figure 18.10, you can assign an administrator access
to any single site. You can also assign a single administrator to manage both the B2B and B2C
sites in any country. An administrator or a customer profile can also be created to have access to
all the sites of any given large customer.

Figure 18.11 shows some of the necessary site associations for this scenario. All sites refer-
ence the same catalog model site. Each site also references the inventory model site for the country
it serves. In addition, the B2C commerce sites are associated with the B2C presentation model site,
while the B2B sites and large customer sites are associated with the B2B presentation model site.

In Figure 18.11, we assume that the large customer sites are generally based on the B2B
presentation template. With the site path data sharing technique, a large customer site can override
any aspect of the presentation template—for example, replacing pages or adding additional pages.

Furthermore, a large customer site might contain additional products created specifically
for that customer. You can even create an additional catalog model site for a customer so that all
the customer’s sites share the same custom products, although we did not show it in our example.

A great deal of flexibility is available with the data sharing techniques based on authoriza-
tion domains and site path, and with careful design you can satisfy a wide range of different
requirements.
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Figure 18.11 Site associations for combined scenario

Considerations for Putting Together Data Sharing Architecture
We have seen that data sharing architecture must reflect the company’s business requirements,
and allow room for growth and to add additional sites as the business evolves. The architecture
needs to be built to be extensible from the start.

A good analogy to use is building a house. Let’s say a family with one child builds a house
with two bedrooms and two bathrooms. At the time when the family makes the purchase, this
house is quite sufficient for their needs. However, let’s say that the following year they decide to
have another baby and learn that they will be having twins!

Now the family definitely needs to create at least one more room in the house and ideally
one more bathroom as well. The family is therefore faced with a choice to either move to a bigger
house or renovate their existing home to add more living space. Moving to a bigger house can be
expensive. The move would also be disruptive and unpleasant, especially if the family only
moved into their current house recently. At the same time, renovations are also expensive and can
also be disruptive to their lives, with all the contractors and the building dust.

If the family considered the possibility of adding children when originally building the new
house, they could have planned for this situation, with an additional investment into the design of
the house. For example, they could have rafted in plumbing for an extra washroom. Initially, the
additional bathroom was not necessary, so they didn’t need to pay for it. However, with the rela-
tively small initial investment, putting it in now is a relatively small job.

Similarly, they could have made sure that the house was big enough and had areas that could
be reconfigured into additional rooms if that becomes necessary, without having to upset existing
plumbing, linen closets, or electrical wiring. Thus, when expansion becomes necessary, they can
do it at minimal cost, with the least amount of time, and with the least disruption to their lives.
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The same concepts apply when creating a multisite commerce platform, where it is impor-
tant to plan for long-term growth beyond the currently known requirements. To illustrate this sce-
nario, consider the example of brand sites. We mentioned when describing Figure 18.5 that if
Brand B needs to create only one site, there actually is no need to create a presentation model site
for that brand. In other words, because no data is shared between sites, it might be tempting to
create a simple architecture that allows for only one site for this brand. Such simplified architec-
ture is shown in Figure 18.12.
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Figure 18.12 Brand sites architecture with no provision for data sharing for one of the brands

In this simplified architecture, Brand A has its model sites; therefore, it can easily create addi-
tional sites if necessary. However, the Brand B site does not make use of any model sites, but
instead all its data is created in the context of the commerce site.

Later, it is possible that Brand B might decide that it actually does need additional sites. For
example, it might decide to create sites targeted to other countries, or perhaps it might want to
create smaller associated sub-brand sites for specific market segments. In other words, Brand B
decides to have the capability that Brand A already has.

However, at that point it will be difficult and expensive to remodel the architecture to
enable this data sharing. The remodeling process requires the creation of the missing model sites
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and moving the Brand B data to those sites. This can involve a large amount of data, such as the
catalog, marketing, and presentation data.

Example of Transition from a Single Site to a Multisite Architecture
One company had a commerce site for many years and made a decision to create sites for
different countries. The initial thinking was that the main problem was to create the neces-
sary model sites and authorization domains in the database and to make sure that shared
data, such as the catalog, is associated with model sites, rather than the online site.

However, close examination of database design showed that this transition is not trivial. For
example, customer orders had foreign key references to the products; consequently, if a
product is moved, the order references to it would be broken.

Similarly, the implementers needed to be careful not to break references between marketing
data that needed to be moved to the presentation model site and the categories and products
that were moving to the catalog model site.

Eventually, the company’s IT architects decided that transitioning the existing platform to a
multisite architecture was too complicated. Instead, they created a new instance of the com-
merce application based on an advanced multiplatform architecture. Then they moved the
data from the old database to the new database, which caused the data to have an entirely
new set of foreign key identifiers. As the data was moved, all the foreign key references were
regenerated, thereby preserving database consistency.

One result of this data move was that customers’ links to their favorite products were bro-
ken. For example, if customers had bookmarked a product they were interested in, that link
no longer worked because the product identifiers had changed during transition. This
caused inconvenience to the customers, but the company decided that the resultant disrup-
tion was tolerable, given the benefits of the new multisite platform.

In the preceding example, we see how painful the process is to re-architect a commerce
platform. This transition from nonshared architecture to shared architecture is typically an
involved process that requires the expenditure of significant resources, the involvement of highly
qualified personnel, and careful testing. The worst part of it is not necessarily the technical diffi-
culties encountered and not even the cost of the work. Rather, the most risky aspect is that it can
cause disruptions to the existing customers. Such issues as downtime necessary for the transition
or breaking old links to the existing site can end up costing the company’s site its most valuable
asset of all, namely customer loyalty.

With the help of experienced architects and designers, and with the investment of sufficient
resources, the disruptions due to the transition could be minimized. However, it is certainly much
better if the platform’s architecture is designed from the start to accommodate the future data
sharing requirements so that a massive remodeling effort is not required.

Considerations for Putting Together Data Sharing Architecture 375
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Summary
In the design of a multisite platform, the data sharing architecture must be considered an integral
part of the overall architecture of the system. The data sharing architecture is concerned with the
arrangement of authorization domains and model sites within the platform. The data sharing
architecture determines the kinds of data to be shared and how the shared data is to be made avail-
able to commerce sites.

A number of data sharing architecture patterns can be applied to typical business situations,
such as sites created for different countries, market segments, brands, and company divisions.
Although no two companies are exactly the same in their data sharing needs, these architecture
patterns can be tuned to the needs of each individual scenario.

In addition, you can use the concepts of authorization domains and model sites to put
together a more complex architecture that satisfies the needs of a large company with sophisti-
cated data sharing needs. The data sharing architecture must be designed to be flexible and exten-
sible to accommodate additional requirements that might come up in the future.

We conclude that data sharing architecture is critical to the success of a multisite commerce
platform. The data sharing architecture must be designed to be flexible and extensible to accom-
modate additional requirements that might arise in the future. With a good architecture, the
shared commerce platform can be used to create and administer the company’s many different
commerce sites, even as the business evolves over the years to come.
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nonshared architecture
to shared architecture,
373-375

architecture ready
checkpoint, 231

determining correct
architecture, 181-182

assets. See data assets
associating data assets with

sites, 295
disadvantages of direct

mapping data assets to
sites, 297-299

example, 295-297
associations. See site paths
assumptions and risks, 226-227
audits, 156-157
authorization domains

hierarchical authorization
domains, 292

site authorization domains,
290-291

avoiding
fragmentation of data

administration, 306-307
single point of failure, 

280-281

B
B2B sites, 11-13
B2C sites, 11-13
back-end applications,

integrating data sharing with
examples, 354-355
overview, 354
site-level data mapping,

355-359

back-end integration, 193
Bloomingdale’s, 10
bottlenecks, 215
brands. See also company

division sites
brand image, 10
brand perception, 10
overview, 9

business cases, 100-101
business decisions

involvement of IT in, 23
technical implications of,

194-196
business goals, 221-222
business implications of

technical decisions, 193-194
business logic (for data

sharing), 331-332
catalog filtering

business rules, 336-338
catalog filtering 

services, 334
definition of, 332
examples, 332-333
impact of, 333-334
methods, 335-336
overview, 332

shared inventory
inventory configuration,

349-350
multiple inventory pools,

348-349
overview, 347-348

shared pricing data
associations between

price rules and
products, 346-347

examples, 339-341
overview, 338

price rules, 341-344
rate tables, 345

business managers,
consultations with, 128

business processes
business process reviews,

128-129, 214
differences in, 168

business rules, 48-49
for catalog filtering, 

336-338
price rules

associations between
price rules and
products, 346-347

pricing calculations,
341-344

sharing rule 
definitions, 344

business scenarios
combined scenarios

administration domains,
73-74

data sharing architecture
patterns, 370-372

example of, 76-78
groups of sites, 74-75
overview, 73

common characteristics 
of multiple site scenarios,
16-17

independent brands. See
also company division
sites

brand image, 10
brand perception, 10
overview, 9

large enterprise
procurement, 15-16
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multiple geographies. 
See also country sites

business opportunities of
country sites, 9

country sites. See
country sites

language, 6-7
legal differences, 8
overview, 4
page layout, 7
pricing, 4-5
products, 7
shipping, 5-6
taxes, 5

multiple market segments.
See also market 
segment sites

B2B and B2C sites, 
11-13

overview, 10-11
sites targeted to industry

segments, 13
targeted sites in

consumer retail, 13-14
overview, 3-4
product divisions

company division sites,
367-370

customer portals, 14-15
overview, 14

summary table, 17
Business Transformation

(IBM), 105

C
calibrating success criteria, 

96-97
Canada, taxes in, 5
carrot and stick approach, 

174-175
catalogs

administration costs, 
130-131

catalog filtering
business rules, 336-338
catalog filtering 

services, 334
definition of, 332
examples, 332-333
impact of, 333-334
methods, 335-336
overview, 332

catalog management
requirements, 144-145

challenges of global
retailers, 7

CATEGORY table, 325
centrally prepared marketing

collateral, 44-45
change pushed by a few

divisions, 166
change pushed from top, 

165-166
changing project plans, 

115-116
checkpoints

approval of plan, 231
approval of project, 230
approval to investigate, 

229-230
architecture ready, 231

deployment of first sites,
231-232

development finished, 231
overview, 228-229
requirements ready, 230
rollout of subsequent 

sites, 232
subsequent versions of

platform, 232-233
choosing prototypes, 108-109
clashes of requirements, 

186-187
coexistence of applications,

274-277
combined scenarios

administration domains, 
73-74

data sharing architecture
patterns, 370-372

example of, 76-78
groups of sites, 74-75
overview, 73

commerce sites, 312-313
common characteristics of

multiple site scenarios, 16-17
commonality of 

administration, 88
communications, 197-200
communications maps, 

224-226
company division sites

administration tasks, 59-60
customer management, 65
data sharing architecture

patterns, 366-370
effects of reorganizations,

66-67
IT, 65-66
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marketing management, 
61-62

order management, 64
product management, 60-61
site planning, 62-64

company infrastructure,
changes to, 179-181

company reorganizations, 
242-243

completeness of requirements,
identifying, 182-183

computing environment, 
256-258

configuring
commerce applications,

258-259
databases, 260-262
hardware, 259-260
inventory, 349-350
nonshared hardware and

software, 263-264
consistency between 

websites, 24-25
consultants, 168-169
consultations with business

managers, costs of, 128
consumer sites

compared to B2B sites, 
11-13

customer portals, 14-15
targeted sites, 13-14

copying product information
across independently
managed sites, 25-26

correct architecture,
determining, 181-182

cost analysis. See also funding
cost impact of shared

platforms, 123-124, 
132-133

costs of independently
managed sites

involvement of IT in
business decisions, 23

overview, 20-21
site creation, 21-22
site maintenance, 22-23

examples of typical costs,
122-123

initial investment costs, 122
IT costs

definition of, 120
hardware, 125
operating IT costs, 130
overview, 124-125
partitioning

responsibilities
between LOB and 
IT, 121

services, 127-128
software, 125-127

LOB (line of business) costs
analysis of site 

results, 131
business process review,

128-129
catalog administration,

130-131
consultations with

business managers, 128
definition of, 120-121
LOB personnel

education, 129
marketing, 131

order administration, 130
partitioning

responsibilities
between LOB and 
IT, 121

minimizing costs with
shared commerce
platform, 32-33

ongoing operating 
costs, 122

opportunity costs, 33
overview, 119-120

country sites
application of sharing

approaches to, 57-58
authorization domain

policy, 306
central and site-specific

information, 38-39
concept of sharing and

caring, 58-59
customer management, 

50-51
data sharing architecture

patterns, 362-364
marketing management

best practices, 46
centrally prepared

marketing collateral,
44-45

global advertising
campaigns, 45-46

order management, 50
overview, 37
product management

best practices, 44
catalog decisions, 40-41
language translation, 43
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master catalog 
structure, 40

organizing company for
global and country-
specific product
information, 41-42

overview, 39-41
product pricing, 42-43

site planning
business rules, 48-49
overview, 46-47
presentation templates,

47-48
customer management

across independently
managed sites, 27-29

for company division 
sites, 65

for country sites, 50-51
requirements, 147
security and privacy, 

153-154

D
data administration in model

sites
avoiding fragmentation 

of data administration,
306-307

data asset management,
302-303

overview, 301
shared and site-specific data

assets, 304-305
data assets

administration of data assets
with multiple sites, 289

aggregation of, 309-312

associating with sites
disadvantages of direct

mapping data assets to
sites, 297-299

example, 295-297
overview, 288
of shared commerce

platform, 32
Site object, 288

data override, 352
data sharing

architecture patterns
for brand sites, 366-367
for combined scenario,

370-372
for company division

sites, 367-370
for country sites, 

362-364
for market segment sites,

364-366
overview, 361-362
transitioning from

nonshared architecture
to shared architecture,
373-375

associating data assets 
with sites

disadvantages of direct
mapping data assets to
sites, 297-299

example, 295-297
catalog filtering

business rules, 336-338
catalog filtering 

services, 334
definition of, 332
examples, 332-333
impact of, 333-334

methods, 335-336
overview, 332

data assets, 288-289
data override, 352
data sharing and filtering,

351-352
integration with back-end

applications
examples, 354-355
overview, 354
site-level data mapping,

355-359
model sites

administration of data in,
301-307

aggregation of data
assets through multiple
model sites, 309-312

creating, 313-314
model site

responsibilities,
307-309

overview, 299-301
overview, 287, 331-332
preclusion of 

interference, 353
shared inventory

inventory configuration,
349-350

multiple inventory pools,
348-349

overview, 347-348
shared pricing data

associations between
price rules and
products, 346-347

examples, 339-341
overview, 338
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price rules, 341-344
rate tables, 345

site access control
granting access, 293-295
hierarchical

authorization
domains, 292

overview, 290
site authorization

domains, 290-291
site creation

commerce sites, 312-313
model sites, 313-314
overview, 312

site restrictions, 352-353
databases

configuration, 260-262
decision databases, 215-216
table design for site path

data, 323-326
CATEGORY table, 325
PRODUCT table, 325
SITE table, 324

decision databases, 215-216
decision making

bottlenecks, 215
business process 

reviews, 214
case study, 212
decision databases, 215-216
decision sprawl, 215
decision teams, 211-213
dispute resolution, 214-215
overview, 211
small decision teams, 

213-214
decision sprawl, 215
decision teams, 211-214

deliverables, 222-224
demos, 107-108
dependencies

documenting in project
plan, 227-228

fear of, 174
deployment of first sites, 

231-232
detecting personnel 

problems, 247
determining

correct architecture, 
181-182

need for shared platform
availability of skills, 

92-93
commonality of

administration, 88
efficiency of current

platform, 89
final decision, 93-94
funding and governance

issues, 91-92
need to create additional

sites in future, 87-88
number of required sites,

85-86
overview, 83-85
sample case studies, 

84-85, 93-94
table of major factors, 97
trade-offs and

limitations, 89-90
transition costs, 89

development
long-term planning, 

111-112
overview, 110

phases of, 110-111
plan changes, 115-116
planning for expansion,

112-113
project meetings, 114-115
project scope control, 113
short-term planning, 

111-112
development finished

checkpoint, 231
differences in business

processes, 168
direct mapping data assets 

to sites
disadvantages of, 297-299
example, 295-297

dispute resolution, 214-215
distrust in requirements

prioritization, 91
domains

administration domains, 
73-74

hierarchical authorization
domains, 292

site authorization domains,
290-291

E
early delivery, 236-237
education of LOB personnel,

costs of, 129
efficiency of current 

platform, 89
employees, challenges with

independently managed 
sites, 29-30

enablement of site paths, 
318-319
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Enforce approach to 
sharing, 56

evaluating
completeness of

requirements, 182-183
personnel competence, 248

executive sponsorship, 104-105
executive steering committees,

102-103
expansion, planning for, 

112-113

F
fears, allaying

fear of dependencies, 174
fear of inflexibility of

shared platform, 172-174
fear of unsuitability of

platform, 171-172
overview, 171
with site customization

scenarios, 173-174
Federal Trade Commission

(FTC), 8
filters

catalog filtering
business rules, 336-338
catalog filtering 

services, 334
definition of, 332
examples, 332-333
impact of, 333-334
methods, 335-336
overview, 332

data sharing and filtering,
351-352

fragmentation of data
administration, avoiding,
306-307

FTC (Federal Trade
Commission), 8

funding, 91-92. See also
cost analysis

prototypes, 109-110
resolving before project

development, 101

G
Gap Inc., 9
global advertising campaigns,

45-46
global retailers

business opportunities of
country sites, 9

country sites
application of sharing

approaches to, 57-58
central and site-specific

information, 38-39
concept of sharing and

caring, 58-59
customer management,

50-51
data sharing architecture

patterns, 362-364
marketing management,

44-46
order management, 50
overview, 37
product management,

39-44
site planning, 46-49

language, 6-7
legal differences, 8
overview, 4
page layout, 7
pricing, 4-5

products, 7
shipping, 5-6
taxes, 5

goals, 221-222
governance issues, 91-92, 

102-103
granting access, 293-295
groups of sites, 74-75

H
hardware

configuration, 259-260
costs, 125
hardware sizing, 279-280
maintenance, 281-282
nonshared hardware and

software configuration,
263-264

of shared commerce
platform, 31

sharing
coexistence of

applications, 274-277
interdependencies

among sites on shared
platforms, 279-282

multiple sites within a
single application, 
277-279

overview, 255, 264
server partitioning, 

272-274
sizing, 279-280
summary of sharing

opportunities, 283-284
summary of technical

challenges, 286
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summary of typical
sharing methods, 285

zone 1 infrastructure,
264-266

zone 2 infrastructure,
266-268

zone 3 infrastructure,
268-271

hierarchical authorization
domains, 292

hiring challenges with
independently managed 
sites, 29-30

hybrid approach to push for
change, 166-168

I
IBM Business 

Transformation, 105
IKEA, 4
incomplete requirements,

identifying, 182-183
independent brands. See also

company division sites
brand image, 10
brand perception, 10
overview, 9

independently managed sites
administration

challenges of copying
product information,
25-26

customer management
challenges, 27-29

difficulties in leveraging
information
accumulated in
multiple sites, 30-31

hiring and training
difficulties, 29-30

overview, 24
quality assurance 

issues, 27
site consistency, 24-25

costs of
overview, 20-21
site creation, 21-22
site maintenance, 22-23

difficultly in creating, 19-20
involvement of IT in

business decisions, 23
summary of associated

problems, 35
industry segments, targeting

websites to, 13
inflexibility of shared platform,

fear of, 172-174
infrastructure, changes to, 

179-181
initial investment costs, 122
initial requirements gathering

evaluating completeness of
requirements, 182-183

overview, 178
understanding overall

requirements of company,
178-179

changes to company
infrastructure, 179-181

determining correct
architecture, 181-182

understanding requirements
of first sites, 182

integrating data sharing with
back-end applications

examples, 354-355
overview, 354

site-level data mapping,
355-359

interdependencies among sites
on shared platforms

avoiding single point of
failure, 280-281

hardware and software
maintenance, 281-282

hardware sizing, 279-280
overview, 279

interference, preclusion of, 353
interpretation of 

requirements, 208
inventory, sharing

inventory configuration,
349-350

multiple inventory pools,
348-349

overview, 347-348
investigation approval, 229-230
IT

for company division sites,
65-66

involvement in business
decisions, 23

IT costs
definition of, 120
hardware, 125
operating IT costs, 130
overview, 124-125
partitioning

responsibilities
between LOB and 
IT, 121

services, 127-128
software, 125-127
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Jones Apparel Group, xxix

language
challenges of global

retailers, 6-7
translation, 43

large customer sites
administration tasks, 71-72
sharing approaches for, 

72-73
large enterprise procurement,

15-16
laws and regulations,

challenges of global 
retailers, 8

limitations of shared platforms,
89-90

line of business agreement,
103-104

LOB (line of business) costs
analysis of site results, 131
business process review,

costs of, 128-129
catalog administration, 

130-131
consultations with business

managers, 128
definition of, 120-121
LOB personnel 

education, 129
marketing, 131
order administration, 130
partitioning responsibilities

between LOB and IT, 121
long site paths, specifying,

321-322
long-term planning, 111-112

M
Macy’s, 10
maintenance of

hardware/software, 281-282
management. See

administration
mapping data assets to sites,

355-359
disadvantages of direct

mapping, 297-299
example, 295-297

market segment sites
administration tasks, 67
data sharing architecture

patterns, 364-366
product management, 68-70
sharing approaches for, 

70-71
marketing

costs, 131
campaigns administration

requirements, 146
management

for company division
sites, 61-62

for country sites, 44-46
measuring success, 237-238

overview, 94-95
success criteria, 95-97

meetings, politics of, 114-115
microsites, 93
minimizing

financial costs, 32-33
opportunity costs, 33

mock-ups, 107-108

model sites
administration of data in

avoiding fragmentation
of data administration,
306-307

data asset management,
302-303

overview, 301
shared and site-specific

data assets, 304-305
aggregation of data assets

through multiple model
sites, 309-312

creating, 313-314
model site responsibilities,

307-309
overview, 299-301

multinational sellers. 
See global retailers

multiple brands. See also
company division sites

brand image, 10
brand perception, 10
overview, 9

multiple geographies
business opportunities of

country sites, 9
country sites

application of sharing
approaches to, 57-58

central and site-specific
information, 38-39

concept of sharing and
caring, 58-59

customer management,
50-51

data sharing architecture
patterns, 362-364
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marketing management,
44-46

order management, 50
overview, 37
product management,

39-44
site planning, 46-49

language, 6-7
legal differences, 8
overview, 4
page layout, 7
pricing, 4-5
products, 7
shipping, 5-6
taxes, 5

multiple independent sites. See
independently managed sites

multiple inventory pools, 
348-349

multiple market segments
B2B and B2C sites, 11-13
market segment sites

administration tasks, 67
data sharing architecture

patterns, 364-366
product management,

68-70
sharing approaches for,

70-71
overview, 10-11
sites targeted to industry

segments, 13
targeted sites in consumer

retail, 13-14
multiple sites within a single

application, 277-279
multisite commerce 

platform. See shared
commerce platform

N
need to create additional sites,

determining, 87-88
nonshared hardware and

software configuration, 
263-264

number of required sites,
determining, 85-86

O
objects, Site, 288
ongoing operating costs, 122
operating costs, 122, 130
opportunity costs, 33
Opt-Out approach to sharing,

55-56
optimizing queries, 327-328
order administration, 

costs of, 130
order management

for company division 
sites, 64

for country sites, 50
requirements, 146-147

organizational resistance
allaying fears

fear of 
dependencies, 174

fear of inflexibility 
of shared platform,
172-174

fear of unsuitability of
platform, 171-172

overview, 171
with site customization

scenarios, 173-174
carrot and stick approach,

174-175

case studies, 162-163
change pushed by a few

divisions, 166
change pushed from top,

165-166
hybrid approach to push for

change, 166-168
overview, 161-165
push for change, 166
role of third-party

consultants in pushing for
change, 168-169

selling shared platform,
170-171

organizing for shared data
administration, 53-54

overall requirements of
company, understanding,
178-179

changes to company
infrastructure, 179-181

determining correct
architecture, 181-182

overriding data, 352

P
page layout, challenges of

global retailers, 7
partitioning responsibilities

between LOB and IT, 121
partitioning servers, 272-274
performance requirements, 151
permanent site shutdown, 

138-139
personnel

detecting problems 
with, 247

evaluating competence 
of, 248
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problems, 246
training, costs of, 129
unexpected problems, 246

plan buffer, 234
plans. See project plans
politics of meetings, 114-115
preclusion of interference, 353
presentation requirements,

143-144
presentation templates, 47-48
price rules

associations between 
price rules and products,
346-347

pricing calculations, 
341-344

sharing rule definitions, 344
pricing data, sharing

challenges of global
retailers, 4-5

for country sites, 42-43
examples, 339-341
overview, 338
price rules, 341

associations between
price rules and
products, 346-347

pricing calculations,
341-344

sharing rule 
definitions, 344

rate tables, 345
prioritized requirements, 184,

234-236
privacy, 8, 153-154
problems. See

unexpected problems

processes (business)
business process reviews,

128-129, 214
differences in, 168

product catalogs. See catalogs
product divisions

company division sites
administration tasks, 

59-60
customer

management, 65
data sharing architecture

patterns, 366-370
effects of

reorganizations, 66-67
IT, 65-66
marketing management,

61-62
order management, 64
product management,

60-61
site planning, 62-64

customer portals, 14-15
overview, 14

product information, copying
across independently
managed sites, 25-26

product management
for company division 

sites, 60-61
for country sites

best practices, 44
catalog decisions, 40-41
language translation, 43
master catalog 

structure, 40
organizing company for

global and country-
specific product
information, 41-42

overview, 39-41
product pricing, 42-43

for market segment sites,
68-71

product pricing for country
sites, 42-43

PRODUCT table, 325
project approval, obtaining,

230-231
approval to investigate, 

229-230
business case, 100-101
executive sponsorship, 

104-105
funding, 101
governance issues, 102-103
line of business agreement,

103-104
overview, 99-100

project management alerts,
208-210

project managers, 196-200
project plans

assumptions and risks, 
226-227

business goals, 221-222
checkpoints

approval of plan, 231
approval of project, 230
approval to investigate,

229-230
architecture ready, 231
deployment of first sites,

231-232
development 

finished, 231
overview, 228-229
requirements ready, 230
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rollout of subsequent
sites, 232

subsequent versions of
platform, 232-233

communications maps, 
224-226

deliverables and success
criteria, 222-224

dependencies, 227-228
early delivery, 236-237
long-term planning, 

111-112
making changes to, 115-116
overview, 110, 219-220
phases of project

development, 110-111
plan buffer, 234
plan change process, 

186-187
planning for expansion,

112-113
planning for subsequent

sites, 238
prioritized requirements,

234-236
project meetings, 114-115
project scope control, 113
resilience of plan, 233
resources, 228
short-term planning, 

111-112
success measurement, 

237-238
project teams

business implications 
of technical decisions,
193-194

communication, 197-200

decision making
bottlenecks, 215
business process

reviews, 214
case study, 212
decision databases, 

215-216
decision sprawl, 215
decision teams, 211-213
dispute resolution, 

214-215
overview, 211
small decision teams,

213-214
interpretation of

requirements, 208
overview, 191-192
project managers, 196-200
required skills, 192
software architects

architectural control,
209-210

importance of, 201-206
interpretation of

requirements, 206-207
project management

alerts, 208-209
summary of strong

architecture skills, 
210-211

technical implications 
of business decisions,
194-196

prototypes
choosing, 108-109
demos, 107-108
funding, 109-110
mock-ups, 107-108

objectives, 106
overview, 105-106
purpose of, 106
working prototypes, 

107-109
push for change

change pushed by a few
divisions, 166

change pushed from top,
165-166

hybrid approach, 166-168
overview, 165
role of third-party

consultants in pushing for
change, 168-169

Q
quality assurance

across independently
managed sites, 27

requirements, 148-150
with shared commerce

platform, 33
queries, building with site paths

basic query example,
326-327

database table design for
site path data, 323-326

overview, 322
query optimization, 

327-328

R
rate tables, sharing, 345
regulations, challenges of

global retailers, 8
rejection of requirements, 

187-189
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reorganizations (company),
242-243

effects on company division
sites, 66-67

reporting requirements, 
142-143

requirements for shared
commerce platforms

administrative security, 
154-155

Amdahl’s law, 135-136
audits, 156-157
catalog management

requirements, 144-145
completeness of

implementation, 135-137
customer management

requirements, 147
customer security and

privacy, 153-154
interpretation of, 206-208
managing

clashes of requirements,
186-187

initial requirements
gathering, 178-183

overview, 177-178
plan change process,

186-187
prioritization of

requirements, 184
project scope changes,

189-190
rejection of

requirements, 187-189
requirement changes,

185-186

marketing campaigns
administration
requirements, 146

order management
requirements, 146-147

performance and scalability
requirements, 151

quality assurance
requirements, 148-150

prioritized requirements,
234-236

requirements changes, 
248-250

requirements gathering,
110-113

evaluating completeness
of requirements, 
182-183

overview, 178
understanding overall

requirements of
company, 178-182

understanding
requirements of first
sites, 182

requirements ready
checkpoint, 230

resilience requirements,
151-153

secure connections, 156
security requirements, 153
site planning 

requirements, 137
administrator

management, 140-142
site creation, 137-138
site reports, 142-143
site shutdown, 138-139

site presentation
requirements, 143-144

unexpected problems
company reorganization,

242-243
example of project

failure due to
unforeseen
requirements, 241-242

overview, 241-242
personnel issues, 

246-248
requirements changes,

248-250
summary table, 250-251
unforeseen requirements,

248-249
vendor problems, 

243-246
unexpected requirements,

233-235
requirements gathering, 

110-113
evaluating completeness of

requirements, 182-183
overview, 178
understanding overall

requirements of company,
178-179

changes to company
infrastructure, 179-181

determining correct
architecture, 181-182

understanding requirements
of first sites, 182

resilience of project plans,
151-153, 233

resolving disputes, 214-215
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resources, documenting in
project plan, 228

responsibilities of model sites,
307-309

restrictions on sites, 352-353
review of business processes,

128-129
risks, documenting in project

plan, 226-227
Ritz Interactive, Inc., xxix
roadmaps, 111
rollout of subsequent sites, 232
rules. See business rules

S
Safe Harbor Framework, 8
SAP, 13
scalability requirements, 151
scenarios. See business

scenarios
scope

project scope changes, 
189-190

scope control, 113
secure connections, 156
security requirements

administrative security, 
154-155

audits, 156-157
customer security and

privacy, 153-154
secure connections, 156

selling shared platform, 
170-171

server partitioning, 272-274
services

catalog filtering 
services, 334

costs, 127-128

site path services, 328-330
shared commerce platforms

application layout
application

configuration, 258-259
database configuration,

260-262
hardware configuration,

259-260
nonshared hardware and

software configuration,
263-264

software packages, 
262-263

typical computing
environment, 256-258

attaining, 33-34
benefits

improving manageability
and quality 
assurance, 33

minimizing financial
costs, 32-33

minimizing opportunity
costs, 33

summary of, 36
catalog management

requirements, 144-145
checkpoints

approval of plan, 231
approval of project, 230
approval to investigate,

229-230
architecture ready, 231
deployment of first sites,

231-232
development 

finished, 231

overview, 228-229
requirements ready, 230
rollout of subsequent

sites, 232
subsequent versions of

platform, 232-233
combined scenarios

administration domains,
73-74

example of, 76-78
groups of sites, 74-75
overview, 73

company division sites
administration tasks, 

59-60
customer

management, 65
effects of

reorganizations, 66-67
IT, 65-66
marketing management,

61-62
order management, 64
product management,

60-61
site planning, 62-64

completeness of
implementation, 135-137

concept of sharing and
caring, 58-59

cost analysis
cost impact of shared

platforms, 123-124,
132-133

examples of typical
costs, 122-123

initial investment 
costs, 122
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IT costs, 120-121, 
124-130

LOB (line of business)
costs, 120-121, 
128-131

ongoing operating 
costs, 122

overview, 119-120
country sites

application of sharing
approaches to, 57-58

central and site-specific
information, 38-39

concept of sharing and
caring, 58-59

customer management,
50-51

marketing management,
44-46

order management, 50
overview, 37
product management,

39-44
site planning, 46-49

customer management
requirements, 147

data sharing architecture
patterns

for brand sites, 366-367
for combined scenario,

370-372
for company division

sites, 367-370
for country sites, 

362-364
for market segment sites,

364-366
overview, 361-362

transitioning from
nonshared architecture
to shared architecture,
373-375

determining need for
availability of skills, 

92-93
commonality of

administration, 88
efficiency of current

platform, 89
final decision, 93-94
funding and governance

issues, 91-92
need to create additional

sites in future, 87-88
number of required sites,

85-86
overview, 83-85
sample case studies, 

84-85, 93-94
table of major factors, 97
trade-offs and

limitations, 89-90
transition costs, 89

division of duties, 78-79
hardware/software sharing

coexistence of
applications, 274-277

interdependencies
among sites on shared
platforms, 279-282

multiple sites within 
a single application,
277-279

overview, 31-32, 255,
264

server partitioning, 
272-274

summary of sharing
opportunities, 283-284

summary of technical
challenges, 286

summary of typical
sharing methods, 285

zone 1 infrastructure,
264-266

zone 2 infrastructure,
266-268

zone 3 infrastructure,
268-271

large customer sites
administration tasks, 

71-72
sharing approaches for,

72-73
managing requirements

clashes of requirements,
186-187

initial requirements
gathering, 178-183

overview, 177-178
plan change process,

186-187
prioritization of

requirements, 184
project scope changes,

189-190
rejection of

requirements, 187-189
requirement changes,

185-186
market segment sites

administration tasks, 67
product management,

68-70
sharing approaches 

for, 70-71
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measuring success of
overview, 94-95
success criteria, 95-97

order management
requirements, 146-147

organizational resistance to
allaying fears, 171-174
carrot and stick

approach, 174-175
case studies, 162-163
change pushed by a few

divisions, 166
change pushed from top,

165-166
hybrid approach to push

for change, 166-168
overview, 161-165
push for change, 166
role of third-party

consultants in pushing
for change, 168-169

selling shared platform,
170-171

organizing for shared data
administration, 53-54

overview, 31-32
performance and scalability

requirements, 151
project approval, obtaining

business case, 100-101
executive sponsorship,

104-105
funding, 101
governance issues, 

102-103
line of business

agreement, 103-104
overview, 99-100

project plans
assumptions and risks,

226-227
business goals, 221-222
communications maps,

224-226
deliverables and success

criteria, 222-224
dependencies, 227-228
early delivery, 236-237
long-term planning, 

111-112
making changes to, 

115-116
overview, 110, 219-220
phases of project

development, 110-111
plan buffer, 234
planning for expansion,

112-113
planning for subsequent

sites, 238
prioritized requirements,

234-236
project meetings, 

114-115
project scope 

control, 113
resilience of plan, 233
resources, 228
short-term planning,

111-112
success measurement,

237-238
prototypes

choosing, 108-109
demos, 107-108
funding, 109-110

mock-ups, 107-108
objectives, 106
overview, 105-106
purpose of, 106
working prototypes, 

107-109
quality assurance

requirements, 148-150
resilience requirements,

151-153
security requirements

administrative security,
154-155

audits, 156-157
customer security and

privacy, 153-154
secure connections, 156

selling, 170-171
sharing approaches

Adapt, 56
application to country

sites, 57-58
Enforce, 56
for market segment 

sites, 70-71
illustration of, 55
Opt-Out, 55-56
sharing techniques, 

79-80
summary of, 80-81

site paths
definition of, 317-318
overview, 317
query building with,

322-328
site path enablement,

318-319
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site path services, 
328-330

site path specifications,
319-322

site planning requirements
administrator

management, 140-142
site creation, 137-138
site reports, 142-143
site shutdown, 138-139

site presentation
requirements, 143-144

unexpected problems
company reorganization,

242-243
example of project

failure due to
unforeseen
requirements, 241-242

overview, 241-242
personnel issues, 

246-248
requirements changes,

248-250
summary table, 250-251
unforeseen requirements,

248-249
vendor problems, 

243-246
shared data administration. 

See administration
shared hardware/software

coexistence of applications,
274-277

interdependencies among
sites on shared platforms

avoiding single point of
failure, 280-281

hardware and software
maintenance, 281-282

hardware sizing, 
279-280

overview, 279
multiple sites within a

single application, 
277-279

overview, 31-32, 255, 264
server partitioning, 272-274
summary of sharing

opportunities, 283-284
summary of technical

challenges, 286
summary of typical sharing

methods, 285
zone 1 infrastructure, 

264-266
zone 2 infrastructure, 

266-268
zone 3 infrastructure, 

268-271
sharing data

associating data assets with
sites, 295-299

catalog filtering, 332-338
data assets, 288-289
data override, 352
data sharing and filtering,

351-352
integration with back-end

applications, 354-359
model sites, 299-312
overview, 287, 331-332
preclusion of 

interference, 353
pricing data, 338-347
shared inventory, 347-350

sharing approaches
Adapt, 56
concept of sharing and

caring, 58-59
Enforce, 56
for country sites, 57-58
for large customer 

sites, 72
for market segment 

sites, 70-71
illustration of, 55
Opt-Out, 55-56

site access control, 290-295
site creation, 312-314
site restrictions, 352-353

shipping, challenges of global
retailers, 5-6

shoppers, definition of, 12
short-term planning, 111-112
single point of failure,

avoiding, 280-281
site access control

granting access, 293-295
hierarchical authorization

domains, 292
overview, 290
site authorization domains,

290-291
site administrators, managing,

140-142
site authorization domains,

290-291
site consistency, 24-25
site creation

commerce sites, 312-313
model sites, 313-314
overview, 312
requirements, 137-138
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site customization scenarios,
173-174

site-level data mapping, 
355-359

Site object, 288
site paths

associations between 
price rules and products,
346-347

definition of, 317-318
overview, 317
query building with

basic query example,
326-327

database table design for
site path data, 323-326

overview, 322
query optimization, 

327-328
site path enablement, 

318-319
site path services, 328-330
site path specifications

example, 319-321
long site paths, 321-322

site planning requirements
administrator management,

140-142
for company division sites,

62-64
for country sites

business rules, 48-49
overview, 46-47
presentation templates,

47-48
site creation, 137-138
site reports, 142-143

site shutdown, 138-139
permanent shutdown,

138-139
temporary

shutdown, 138
site presentation requirements,

143-144
site reporting requirements,

142-143
site restrictions, 352-353
site results, analysis of, 131
site shutdown requirements

permanent shutdown, 
138-139

temporary shutdown, 138
SITE table, 324
skills

availability of, 92-93
skills required for project

teams, 192
small decision teams, 213-214
software

costs, 125-127
determining software needs,

262-263
maintenance, 281-282
nonshared hardware and

software configuration,
263-264

of shared commerce
platform, 32

sharing
coexistence of

applications, 274-277
interdependencies

among sites on shared
platforms, 279-282

multiple sites within a
single application, 
277-279

overview, 255, 264
server partitioning, 

272-274
summary of sharing

opportunities, 283-284
summary of technical

challenges, 286
summary of typical

sharing methods, 285
zone 1 infrastructure,

264-266
zone 2 infrastructure,

266-268
zone 3 infrastructure,

268-271
typical software

requirements, 126
software architects

architectural control, 
209-210

importance of, 201-206
interpretation of

requirements, 206-207
project management alerts,

208-209
summary of strong

architecture skills, 
210-211

solution architects, 102-103
solution architecture, 110
Sony Style, xxix
specifying site paths

example, 319-321
long site paths, 321-322

SQL queries. See queries
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Staples.com, 11
Staples Inc., xxix, 11
StaplesLink.com, 11
steering committees, 102-103
subsequent sites

planning for, 232-233, 238
rollout of, 232

success of shared platforms,
measuring, 237-238

overview, 94-95
success criteria, 95-97, 

222-224

T
tables

designing for site path data,
323-326

CATEGORY table, 325
PRODUCT table, 325
SITE table, 324

rate tables, sharing, 345
targeted websites

in consumer retail, 13-14
sites targeted to industry

segments, 13
taxes, challenges of global

retailers, 5
technical decisions, business

implications of, 193-194
templates, presentation, 47-48
temporary site shutdown, 138
testing phase of project

development, 110
third-party consultants, 

168-169
trade-offs of shared platforms,

89-90

training
challenges with

independently managed
sites, 29-30

costs of, 129
transition costs, 89
transitioning from nonshared

architecture to shared
architecture, 373-375

translation, 43
troubleshooting. See

unexpected problems
typical costs, examples of, 

122-123

U-V
U.S. taxes, 5
uncontrolled design 

decisions, 210
unexpected problems

company reorganization,
242-243

example of project failure
due to unforeseen
requirements, 241-242

overview, 241-242
personnel issues, 246-248
requirements changes, 

248-250
summary table, 250-251
unforeseen requirements,

248-249
vendor problems, 243-246

unforeseen requirements, 
233-235, 248-249

project failure due to, 
241-242

unsuitability of shared
platform, fear of, 171-172

VAT tax, 5
vendor problems, 243-246

W
Williams Sonoma 

Corporation, 9
working prototypes, 107-109
worldwide retailers. See

global retailers

X-Y-Z
zone 1 infrastructure, sharing,

264-266
zone 2 infrastructure, sharing,

266-268
zone 3 infrastructure, sharing,

268-271
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