
1 
 

Go Online, young man! 

 

Due the current COVID-19 pandemic, online shopping and the acceleration 
of the digital world today, it seems only a matter of that that the title of this 
short article will displace Horace Greeley’s wise advice of “Go West, young 
man” that was first used in 1850. While their remains some disagreement 
about who first actually used this phrase first in print, the origin the phrase 
concerning  America’s expansion westward is related to the then popular 
concept of the Manifest Destiny. Ironically, the quote that is attributed to 
Greeley on July 13, 1865 utilizing the phrase I believe could still be argued to 
be valid today; “Washington is not a place to live in. The rents are high, the 
food is bad, the dust is disgusting and the morals are deplorable. Go 
West, young man, go West and grow up with the country.” 
 
History books from this era in United States history reflect that Greeley was 
a strong and vocal supporter of westward expansion and saw the fertile and 
unspoiled west as the perfect place for people willing to work hard for the 
opportunity to succeed. The phrase over time became a rallying cry to 
support the idea that agriculture could solve many of the nation's problems 
of poverty and unemployment that plagues the big cities of the East in the 
United States in that era.  
 
I am sure that when the history books are written about the current COVID-
19 pandemic in the United States, the phrase “go online” might be used to 
capture the quantum change in consumer and businesses shopping habits 
and that any business [and certainly SMEs] that isn’t ready to compete 
online will have suffered immensely from during the current and post 
COVID-19 period. It seems to me that the question and discussion we need 
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to have as a factoring industry and with our B2B and B2G SME clients is not 
when the world will go digital, but whether the digital first world will outlast 
the current COVID-19 pandemic that created and kicked it into high gear. If 
so, the new “normal” could certainly look and feel a lot different than what 
we have ever experienced on a personal and societal basis.  
 
Data consistently has already been published YTD 2020 that the current 
pandemic caused what took 10 years to accomplish in digital growth to be 
has now been compressed into a period of less than 4 months YTD in 2020. 
Profound if not permanent ways consumers shop [online], bank [online], 
entertain themselves [online], and how SMEs find a funding partner [online] 
have happened almost overnight. Any for perhaps the first time ever, 
consumers and entrepreneurs are basing their decision where to buy or seek 
something online [perhaps including working capital?] on the amount, 
speed, and depth of the services or products a firm provides them strictly 
online. And it also seems to me that the longer the current COVID-19 
pandemic continues to impact our day to day activities, the more likely these 
changes once considered impossible could become permanent. If this is the 
case, then an effective and efficient digital presence for a SME must be a 
primary channel to seek and find clients, not just an afterthought or 
secondary area of focus and attention.  
 
I would first like to present some quick facts from a recent VISA white paper 
on the size and scope of digital commerce globally. Driven primarily by 24/7 
365 connectivity, smart phones and technologies  the ways we all browse, 
shop and pay is rapidly moving to digital means. According to VISA; 
 
✓ In 2018, nearly 280 million people, or 85% of the U.S. population were 

online at least once a month. This was years before the current 
COVID-19 scourge appeared.  

✓ Of those, 81% browsed, researched or compared products digitally and 
70% used the internet to actually make a purchase. 

✓ As a result, cross-channel buying is becoming increasingly common – 
eMarketer estimates that 25% of purchases started online are 
completed in-store, and 25% of purchases started in store are 
completed online. 
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✓ Given these data points, it’s not surprising to see that in 2017, 
payments made using credit cards overtook cash globally: $23.3 trillion 
versus $20.4 trillion. 

 
All of these trends are causing significant disruption of what used to be the 
status quo behavior that has been used by SMEs in the way they deliver and 
are paid for their products or services pre COVID-19. The entire SME world 
of commerce itself is changing rapidly as SMEs are looking at digital 
solutions to improve sales, acquire new clients and reduce transactional and 
operational costs. If not, they better be! 
 
As one of the leading providers of working capital to SMEs on a national 
basis, we sense that these “overnight” changes present both a huge challenge 
and also an opportunity for most entrepreneurs today. As I have written 
about a great deal, SMEs represent the true backbone of the American 
economy. The nearly 30 Million SMEs in the United States make up 99.9% of 
all companies in the United States and employ 58 million people, or 48% of 
America’s workers, according to data published by the Small Business 
Administration or “SBA.”  They are a vital force of international trade, 
making up 98% of all U.S. exporters. And perhaps even more importantly, 
SMEs are diverse group of entrepreneurs with over 8 million minorities and 
10 million women. 
 
While this data and the numbers are impressive one area that is a cause for 
concern is that of these 29.6 Million SMEs, only 46% of SMEs in the United 
States sell their services or products online. And interestingly enough, the 
SMEs that are active online say that only 15% of the revenue comes directly 
from online sources. Historically, “Main Street” America has almost always 
been made up of traditional brick and mortar operations. And as many of 
these traditional stores found out recently in a very detrimental way, many 
SMEs have in the past always relied heavily upon foot traffic as their only 
marketing channel. The lockdowns and social distancing restrictions 
imposed by state and local governments exposed the dependency on face to 
face revenue streams for SMEs in a very brutal way.  
 
There can be little doubt left that SMEs who have been able to leverage 
digital marketing have a huge competitive advantages over SMEs that are 
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not even online or visible and market online. And if the 54% of SMEs that 
are not online do not quickly develop an effective strategy to be part of the 
digital revolution, they run the risk of being left far behind others already 
there. While the current COVID-19 pandemic has uncovered a wide array of 
challenges for SMEs today, this transition online should be the one of the 
highest priorities on their lengthy “to do” list for entrepreneurs today. 
 
So where and how can a SME who is not currently active online start on this 
journey to benefit from the current digital wave or revolution? There are no 
easy answers or short cuts on the path to launching a successful online 
presence, and wise SMEs seek and find competent and seasoned 
professionals as partners to structure, help build and launch their digital 
“face” online. The need to do comprehensive and through Due Diligence on 
all potential vendors/partners cannot be emphasized enough to prevent 
that precious time and financial resources are not wasted on time consuming 
and ineffective providers in the digital consulting industry.  
 
There are no shortage of very professional and competent firms that 
specialize in building websites, crafting a digital strategy and presences, 
performing PPC and SEO for SMEs of all sizes, industries and budgets. I will 
leave the ways on how to sift through the firms that provide these services in 
a follow up article. On a personal basis, our firm was one of the pioneers in 
our industry online way, with our first real push occurring only back in 2004. 
Since then, we have grown significantly and learned a great deal [most often 
the hard way] about the perils and opportunities online. We have over the 
past 15+ years also had 5 different firms as partners who have steered us in a 
winding path for our digital and online needs. I nearly every case, we 
seemingly ended up migrating to a new firm as a result of “client fatigue” and 
that we either out ran each other or the firm we had partnered with simply 
did not perform up to our expectations. More on that saga in a future article.  
 
As SMEs consider how to move their previously 100% brick and mortar 
businesses online, it is very important to realize and take into account the 
fact that a different perspective and approach will be needed to successfully 
market online/digitally than one currently used in a more traditional store 
front setting. While the steps in the process are identical in both the 
traditional customer journey and the “current customer journey”, the tools 
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and tactics between the two journeys are quite different, indeed. See below 
for two diagrams for the details of each journey.  
 
A traditional customer journey used to start with discovery, and common 
marketing techniques included word of mouth, direct mail and radio or 
television advertising. The current digital journey’s discovery process 
includes these three tactics but also adds web ads, website searches and 
social media use. These are where current and future SME clients are 
searching to find a trusted supplier or provider and it is imperative that 
SMEs are visible in all of these mediums, in addition the other traditional 
appraches.  
 
The second step in the customer journey is the evaluttion process which in 
the past was limited to onsight store browsing and or looking at items, 
products or services for sale in a catalog or in print media. The evaluation 
step in the current client or customer journey has all of these three options, 
but now includes online reviews, online videos, community forums, email 
ads and blogs. Again, all very important ways for SMEs to touch and provide 
information so that a prospective client can evaluate and compare their 
offerings, pricing and products to other in the marketplace.  
 
The third step in the traditional customer or client journey is the buying, or 
“pay dirt” step. In the traditional customer journey process, the only two 
options to buy were at a POS or store front and or through a call center 
either managed or subcontractored by the SMEs to an outside firm.   Today, 
there are a myriad of other options available to a client or customer and 
SMEs must be prepared to meet the demand for all of these; failure to do so 
will only cause a customer or client to never return or refer clients to the 
SME. The ability to buy online at a website [quickly and without any friction 
or hassle], on a mobile app, at an online marketplace and have access to an 
online chat and IM capabilities is also a required part of the new digital 
centric buying process. 
  
I actaully believe that one very imporatant side note is missing in this step, 
the third in the digital client or customer journey. What could that be? The 
ability to offer free delivery, returns, exchanges or for a nominal fee is a very 
critical part of the appeal to a potential client or SME customer. The SMEs 
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who lack these “standard features” will simply be plowed under by the 
Amazons of the world and fail to be viable over the near and long term time 
horizon.  

 

The final step in the traditional customer journey that brick and mortar 

SMEs are well versed is the engagement process. Traditional engagement 

methods for SMEs include the use of print promotions, punch card loyalty 

programs and face to face interactions. An entire new array of additional 

tactics are now mainstream in the engagement step of the current digitally 

centric client or customer journey today. These include but are not limited 

to email, digital loyalty programs [instead of or in addition to punch card 

ones], online promotions and social media campaigns. Again, all of these are 

whether current and future clients or customers are seeking to engage with a 

SME and those absent will be left far behind in the race to capture as much 

wallet share of the client as they can.   

Another observation about the significant differences between these two 

client or customer journeys; in the past traditional approach a SME had to 

consistently master only 10 steps in the process. Today, there at least 25 in 

total that need to be done consistently and efficiently well without exception 

if a SME wants to compete in this new normal world. Add to the 25 quick 

and personalized delivery and a SME just getting started on this reimaged 
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road map clearly has his or her work cut out for them. I have no doubt 

however that savvy SMEs will step up to the plate and tackle these new parts 

of the client attraction and retention process with energy and success. This is 

just another chapter in the never ending series of changes that SMEs have 

and will overcome and remain the backbone of the United States and global 

economies.  

One final thought this process of evolving to a more digitally driven 

marketing approach is best examined with another very interesting diagram 

that was in the previously mentioned VISA research source. Presented 

below, it illustrates not only what all if the key pathways are the digital 

transformation but also how all are interconnected and symbiotic in 

structure. For additional excellent reading on this digital transformation, 

SMEs globally would benefit greatly from their research at this link: 

https://usa.visa.com/run-your-business/small-business-tools/small-

business-digital-transformation.html 

 

 

I hope that this short article has provided you and your SME some insight 

about how to successfully make a transition from a traditional customer or 

client journey to a more client centric digital one.  

https://usa.visa.com/run-your-business/small-business-tools/small-business-digital-transformation.html
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