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Group Buying 
Small businesses can now buy in volume just like the corporate giants, thanks to Shop together.com. The site is essentially a collective purchasing exchange that transforms individual orders into volume purchases. 

As an owner of a small- or medium-sized business, you can connect with other buyers with similar interests and locate products that meet your needs. All you do is register for free, select a product category, and submit an order by selecting an existing seller's offering. Your order becomes a contract--and the sale is processed--when the seller receives his specified minimum number of orders. Once the transaction closes, you pay a service fee ranging from $5 to $150, depending on the market demand for the products in that category. 

(Note: If enough buyers don't join within a time frame you specify, you can cancel your individual order.)

Sellers can post a sale item's price, minimum bid requirements, payment, warranty, and shipment information for free. When the seller receives enough bids, Shoptogether.com sends everyone a notification of a binding contract. Sellers also get billing, shipping, and credit card information; the number of units that buyers have bid on; and special requirements specified by each buyer.

Since user authentication online is very problematic, Teledeal makes no claims about the accuracy of the information Shoptogether.com gathers. Although the site checks out vendors before they are allowed to sell at the site, buyers are encouraged to contact their trading partners directly. Teledeal, 408/441-1164, www.shoptogether.com.

Savvyshopper.org
Navigating the e-commerce waters with confidence can be challenging for consumers, but it's essential for e-commerce success. 

Savvyshopper.org, a new Web site from the Electronic Retailing Association, aims to help e-consumers become better informed. The clean, minimally designed site offers information on issues of concern to consumers. The Know Your Rights section explains what to do when you encounter merchant mistakes, including billing errors, wrong shipments, unordered merchandise, and return and exchange policies. The Expectation section tells you what to expect when you fill your virtual shopping cart, from the quality of the products you buy to the prices you pay. To find organizations that can answer your e-commerce questions, click Who Can Help. Here you'll find a list of consumer watchdog groups such as the Federal Trade Commission, Better Business Bureau, Call for Action, The Internet Alliance, and The National Consumer League. The site also features FAQs and links to other pro-consumer sites. Savvyshopper, www.savvyshopper.org.

World Wide Economy
International Data Corporation (IDC), a forecaster of worldwide IT markets and technology trends, predicted earlier this month that the worldwide Internet economy will exceed $1 trillion by 2001 and close in on $3 trillion by 2003. According to IDC, the current leading contributor to the Internet economy--spending on IT and business infrastructure--is gradually being replaced by nontechnology spending, such as content development, marketing, and consumer sales. IDC expects nontechnology spending to surpass technology spending by the end of this year. Additionally, IDC found that for every dollar of e-commerce revenue last year, 93 cents were reinvested in the e-commerce infrastructure. IDC, 800/343-4952, www.idc.com.

Find a Business
USSearch.com is now extending its business-to-business verification services to small and midsized companies. You'll find more than 30 new business services, costing from $8 to $50, on the company's redesigned site. Via Web or phone, you can authenticate business licenses, operating permits, real estate ownership, and more. Another option, employment screening, lets you confirm an employee's work history and education, check their criminal record, and obtain a credit report. You can also find out if someone is married or divorced by searching marriage and divorce records (this service is currently available only for Texas and Florida). USSearch.com, 877/327-2410, www.ussearch.com.

