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Ecommerce Checkout: A Quantitative Look at the 

Tactics of the Top 100 Online Retailers 
 

hƴŎŜ ǎƘƻǇǇŜǊǎ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜŎƪƻǳǘ ƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǎǘƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǘƻ ōǳȅΦ  ²Ƙȅ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

true online?       

We studied the checkout processes of 100 major retailers, in four major categories, to see how their use 

of 23 different checkout tactics related to their success, as measured by conversion rates and growth 

rates.  We were hoping to better understand:  

Which online checkout practices are used (or avoided) by the largest online retailers?    

For major categories of online retailers, which checkout tactics are used by the firms with 

high growth and conversion rates? 

This study kicks off a process of discovery that we will be working through with online firms, analysts, 

ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ǇǳƴŘƛǘǎΦ  ²ŜΩŘ like you to be a part of it.  The process will look something like this: 

1. Publish an initial descriptive study (this paper)  

2. Obtain feedback via a public webinar in May 2007, as well as ad hoc feedback 

3. Design and complete the next level of investigation 

4. Publish a prescriptive study with specific recommendations for improving conversion rates via 

optimal checkout tactics for your segment 

Some of the findings in this report aǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩŘ intuitively expect (e.g.  a simpler checkout process 

that provides credible security assurances is associated with higher conversion rates).  But as always, the 

devil (and the value) is in the details. For example, we found that a shorter checkout process seems to 

help far more for lower ticket items than big ticket ones.  For time-starved ecommerce staffers, we 

believe the value of this series will be in selecting the highest impact tactics and prioritizing your testing 

efforts.     

The increased sophistication and confidence of online buyers also has ramifications for how the 

checkout process should work.  That shows up here in the form of findings that run counter to 

conventional wisdom.  For example, traditional άǇŜŀŎŜ ƻŦ ƳƛƴŘέ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ 

policy, providing a final order confirmation screen, and providing last-minute chances to change orders, 

may actually reduce conversion rates for many types of purchases. 

Whether this report surprises you or supports what you already felt, we hope you will enjoy it and 

participate in the webinar and other follow-up work. 

 Join the conversation and submit ad hoc feedback at:  

www.elasticpath.com/ecommerce-checkout-report 

http://www.elasticpath.com/ecommerce-checkout-report
http://www.elasticpath.com/ecommerce-checkout-report
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Methodology  

Data Collection  
We walked through the end-to-end checkout process on the top 100 ecommerce sites, answering the 

following questions for each: 

Speed and Ease of Use  

 Is navigation/search available during checkout? 

 What is the number of pages in the checkout process (for a new account)? 

 Is there coupon code entry? 

 Can you edit your items during checkout? 

 How are errors displayed? 

 Is Ajax used within the checkout? 

 Does creating an account/logging in take you out of the checkout? 

 Are alternative payment types accepted? 

 Is live chat prevalent during checkout? 

 

Security and Confidence  

 Is a phone number prevalent during checkout? 

 Is an address prevalent during checkout? 

 Are return policies prevalent during checkout? 

 Can you see shipping estimates prior to entering personal information? 

 What form of shipping calculation is used? 

 Is a security badge displayed? 

 Is an estimated shipping date displayed? 

 Can you checkout as a guest/anonymously? 

 Are cart items always visible during checkout? 

 Is the cart total always visible during checkout? 

 Is a CVV number required? 

 Is a final order confirmation screen used? 

 

Profit  enhancement (for vendor)  

 Are cross-sells displayed on the cart page? 

 Are cross-sells displayed during checkout? 

 Can gift wrapping or messaging be added to items? 
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Analysis  
We performed correlation analyses and linear regressions against the data, using answers to the above 

questions όάǘŀŎǘƛŎǎέύ as independent variables, and conversion rate and growth rate όάǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜέύ as 

dependent variables, while controlling for merchant type and average transaction size (*).    The most 

statistically significant and interesting results came from using the following groupings:   

1. Apparel/Accessories - 21 firms,  

2. Computers/Electronics - 23 firms,  

3. Other - high ticket products (> $75 average purchase)- 22 firms, and  

4. Other - low ticket products (<=$75 average purchase) ς 34 firms. 

We performed two sets of analysis, and produced two sets of results and conclusions: 

1. General:   For each of the four groupings, we identified firms who were in the top quartile in 

their grouping in both conversion rate and growth rate.  We then looked for differences in tactic 

use between these άƘƛƎƘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜǊέ ŦƛǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘΦ 

2. By Grouping:  Within each grouping, we looked for differences in performance by tactic use (e.g. 

what kind of conversion rate did Apparel retailers who offered alternative payment types have, 

versus those who did not offer alternative payment types?). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(*) Obviously, factors besides checkout tactics will impact conversion and growth rates.  We did not, for 

example, control for merchandising tactics, site response time, advertising levels, and so on.  Also, 

correlation does not necessarily imply cause and effect. 

To mitigate this, we set a high bar for drawing Findings.  Unless the Ψhigh performanceΩ group was at 

least 25% more likely or less likely to use a given tactic, we drew no Findings regarding the effect of that 

tactic on results.   CƻǊ άBy DǊƻǳǇƛƴƎέ Findings, a given tactic had to be associated with at least a 25% 

difference in conversion or growth rate to qualify. 
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Findings  - General 

Results 
Below is a summary of the overall results showing how likely high performance firms were to use the 

tactic, relative to other firms.     

Speed and Ease of Use  

 Is live chat prevalent during checkout? 63% more likely 

 Is Ajax used within the checkout? 118% more likely (caution: very small sample size) 

 Is there coupon code entry?  26% less likely. 

 Are alternative payment types accepted? 30% less likely 

 Is navigation/search available during checkout? No significant effect 

 What is the number of pages in the checkout process (new account)? No significant effect 

 Can you edit your items during checkout? No significant effect 

 How are errors displayed? No significant effect 

 Does creating an account/logging in take you out of the checkout? No significant effect 

 

Security and Confidence  

 Are return policies prevalent during checkout? 40% less likely 

 Are cart items always visible during checkout? 40% less likely  

 Is the cart total always visible during checkout? 67% less likely 

 Is a security badge displayed? No significant effect 

 Can you see shipping estimates prior to entering personal information? No significant effect  

 Is an estimated shipping date displayed? No significant effect 

 Can you checkout as a guest/anonymously? No significant effect 

 Is a CVV number required? No significant effect 

 Is a final order confirmation screen used? No significant effect 

 Is a phone number prevalent during checkout? No significant effect 

 Is an address prevalent during checkout? No significant effect 

 

Profit enhancement (for vendor)  

 Are cross-sells displayed on the cart page? No significant effect 

 Are cross-sells displayed during checkout? No significant effect 

 Can gift wrapping or messaging be added to items? No significant effect 
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Results ɀ By Grouping  

Apparel  

Associated with higher performance  

Tactic Degree of Correlation Comments 

Fewer pages in checkout High Growth and conversion rates are 
far higher with 2 page checkout 
than with 3 or more  

Free shipping High Growth rate over double 
Error display at field level only High Growth rate over double 
Provide shipping estimates Moderate Conversion rates over 50% 

higher 
Coupon code entry Moderate Conversion rates over 50% 

higher 
Cross sells on cart page Moderate Conversion rates about 30% 

higher and growth about 50% 
higher 

Live chat during checkout Moderate Growth rate about 50% higher 
Return policies prevalent Moderate Growth rate double 
Use of Ajax Moderate Growth rate 40% higher 
Creating an account takes you 
out of checkout 

Moderate Growth rate 40% higher 

Alternative payment types 
accepted 

Moderate Growth rate about double 

 

Associated with lower performance  

Tactic Degree of Correlation Comments 

Final order confirmation screen Moderate Conversion rates about 50% 
lower 

Address prevalent during 
checkout 

Moderate Growth rate far lower 

Anonymous checkout Moderate Growth rate about half 
Cart total always visible during 
checkout 

Moderate Growth rate about half 

CCV required Moderate Growth rate about 40% lower 
Final order confirmation screen Moderate Growth rate about half 
Gift wrapping or messaging 
added 

Low Growth rate about 30% lower 
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Electronics/Computers/Office Equipment  

Associated with higher performance  

Tactic Degree of Correlation Comments 

Final order confirmation screen High Growth rate more than double 
Ability to edit items during 
checkout 

Moderate Conversion rate double 

Error display at top of page Moderate Conversion rate double 
Creating an account takes you 
out of checkout 

Moderate Growth rate double 

Gift wrapping or messaging 
provided 

Moderate Growth rate double 

4 Pages in checkout (optimal for 
both conversion and growth) 

Low Conversion rate 30% higher, 
growth rate slightly higher 

Associated with lower performance  

Tactic Degree of Correlation Comments 

Cart items visible during 
checkout 

High Conversion rate under half 

Cart total visible during 
checkout 

High Conversion rate under half 

CCV number required High Conversion rate under half 
Chat prevalent during checkout High Growth rate under half 
Cross sells displayed on cart Moderate Conversion rate 40% lower 
Gift wrapping or messaging 
added 

Moderate Conversion rate about half 

Coupon code entry Moderate Conversion rate about half  
Use of Ajax  Moderate Conversion rate about half 
Navigation / Search during 
checkout 

Moderate Growth rate about half 

Phone number during checkout Moderate Growth rate about half 
   
Estimated shipping date 
displayed 

Moderate Growth rate about half 

Alternative payment types 
accepted 

Moderate Growth rate about half 
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Other ɀ Low-ticket items (under $75 average order)  

Associated with higher performance  

Tactic Degree of Correlation Comments 

Fewer pages in checkout High Growth and conversion rates are 
far higher with 3 or 4 page 
checkout than with 5 or more  

Return policies prevalent on 
page 

High Growth rate far higher 

Cart items visible during 
checkout 

Moderate Conversion rates 25% higher 

Cross sells displayed during 
checkout 

Moderate Conversion rate double 

Use of Hackersafe or security Moderate Growth rate double 
Estimated shipping date Moderate Growth rate double 
Edit items during checkout Moderate Growth rate double 
Alternative payment types Moderate Growth rate 40% higher 
Gift wrapping or messaging 
provided 

Moderate Growth rate double 

Free shipping Low Conversion rates 25% higher 
Error display at top and field 
levels 

Low Conversion rates 25% higher 

Use of Ajax Low Conversion rates far higher, but 
growth rates far lower 

Phone number prevalent Low Growth rate 25% higher 
Coupon code entry during 
checkout 

Low Growth rate 25% higher 

 

Associated with lower performance  

Tactic Degree of Correlation Comments 

Return policies prevalent Moderate Conversion rates about half 
Cart total visible during 
checkout 

High Conversion rates under half 

CCV number required Moderate Conversion rates about half 
Final order confirmation screen Low Conversion rates 25% lower 
Shipping estimate before enter 
personal info 

Moderate Growth rate half 

Cross sells on cart page Moderate Conversion and growth rates 
25% lower 

Anonymous checkout Low  Growth rate 40% lower 
Creating account takes you out 
of checkout 

Moderate Growth rate half 
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Other ɀ High-ticket items ($75 or higher average order)  

Associated with higher performance  

Tactic Degree of Correlation Comments 

Correct number of pages in 
checkout 

Moderate Conversion rates double with 4 
or 5 page checkout than with 
fewer or more (no effect for 
growth rate) 

Shipping date displayed Low Conversion rate 40% higher (but 
growth rate half) 

Cart items visible during 
checkout 

Low Conversion rate 25% higher 

Final order confirmation screen Low Conversion rate 25% higher 
Anonymous checkout Low Growth rate 50% higher 
Errors displayed via popup Low Growth rate 25% higher 
Use of Ajax Moderate Growth rate double 
Gift wrapping or messaging 
provided 

Low Growth rate 25% higher 

 

Associated with lower performance  

Tactic Degree of Correlation Comments 

Return policies prevalent High Conversion rate far lower 
Coupon code entry Moderate Conversion 40% lower 
Edit during checkout Low Conversion rate 25% lower 
Creating account takes you out 
of checkout 

Low Conversion rate 25% lower 

Alternative payment types 
accepted 

High Conversion rate less than half 

Cross sells during checkout Moderate Conversion rate 25% lower, 
growth rate 40% lower 

Cross sells on cart page Low Growth rate 25% lower 
Cart total during checkout Low Growth rate 40% lower 
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Discussion  
¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ άŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴέ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŜǿ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ 

that can be drawn!    Looking at results across all 100 firms masks intra-category effects, of which there 

are many (as we shall see in the next sectioƴΣ άwŜǎǳƭǘǎ ς .ȅ DǊƻǳǇƛƴƎέύΦ  

It is clear, however, that several tactics that would intuitively seem to make life easier on the customer 

are actually far less likely to be used by the most successful sites.  Prevalently displaying return policies 

and cart contents, and offering coupon code entry and alternative payments at checkout, all fell into this 

άŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ-ƛƴǘǳƛǘƛǾŜέ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΦ 

Perhaps the message here is that checkout page tactics that slow down checkout or give the customer a 

chance to reconsider their transaction may inadvertently reduce the likelihood of closing the deal.  (As 

any good salesperson will tell you, άƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊ ǎŀȅǎ ΨȅŜǎΩΣ ǎƘǳǘ ǳǇΗέΦύ      

On the positive side, live chat and the use of Ajax are significantly more likely to appear on high 

performance sites than low ones.   These tactics both have to do with reducing the real-time learning, 

effort, and involvement required to buy.  The message here would seem to be that, as in physical stores, 

respecting the limited time and attention span of shoppers is extremely important.    
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Findings ɀ By Tactic 

Is navigation/search available during checkout?  
 

 

 

The debate whether to herd customers like cattle through a step-by-step checkout by removing all 

navigation and search options will remain. Overall, there was no clear growth or conversion winner 

between the two camps ς to have or to hide. However, computer and electronics retailers who 

suppressed navigation during checkout had almost 2x the growth rate of those who made it available. 

Those selling high ticket price items also had a 60% higher growth rate where navigation was not made 

available. This suggests when selling items that are a highly considered purchase, it may be best to 

reduce the avenues a shopper may use to re-consider the decision ς put the blinders on and herd them 

through to order confirmation. 

Overall, 57% of Top 100 online retailers choose to make search and navigation available during the 

checkout process.  
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What is the number of pages  in the checkout process ( new 

account)? 
 

 

 

hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǘŀŎǘƛŎǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƘŜŎƪƻǳǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ άǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǘƛƳŀƭ 

ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǘŜǇǎΚέ ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƛǎ ŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ flow or removal of conversion 

barriers, but it is an interesting observation nonetheless. 

Three steps seems to be the number that converts the best at 6.2%, followed by four, five, and seven+ 

steps all between 5.6% and 5.7%. Two steps and six steps had significant drop offs at 4.3% and 3.8% 

respectively. One of the most surprising findings is only one Top 100 retailer is using a single page 

checkout process. Keep in mind, a low number of retailers fall into each grouping/number of steps 

combination, so conversion rate totals are highly influenced by outside factors. 

²Ŝ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƘƛƎƘ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ŀ 

user to register by taking them out of the checkout process and the number of steps involved in 

checkout. The percent of use numbers show an interesting bell curve with diminished use at each 

extreme and four and five steps forming the pinnacle. 
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