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As more and more human activity moves online, it is easy to think that geography no longer matters—surely 
the internet is without borders? Whilst in some cases this is true, more often than not online activity spills over 
into the real world. This is especially true for online retail, where purchased goods have to be delivered to 
someone, somewhere. Knowing someone’s real world whereabouts does not just help with deliveries, there are 
many other benefits for both the customer and retailer. Quocirca’s report examines these from the point of 
view of a fictional retailer—Things-4-You. 
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Customers in the real world 

The story of Things-4-You: reaping the benefits of IP geolocation  
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Things-4-You is a fictional organisation that exemplifies the type of retailer that can benefit 
from IP geolocation. It has a UK-wide branch infrastructure and has expanded into Europe 
and North America. It also has a thriving online business, but, before using IP geolocation, 
the rate at which online visitors were turned to buying customers was unimpressive. This 
report uses the story of Things-4-You to demonstrate the potential of IP geolocation for any 
online retailer, but especially one that also has bricks and mortar stores. 

¶ For the majority of online activities there is a benefit from knowing where someone actually is in the 
physical world 
This is especially true for online retail, not just because goods need to be delivered, but also to make a 
ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ based on the location and, where relevant, linking them with local stores 

¶ The one piece of information that is known about every online visitor is the IP address they originated 
from 
Whilst other information can be gleaned, for a first time visitor the IP address is the most useful when 
combined with information provided by geolocation providers, which can locate individuals down to the 
state, county or city level 

¶ IP geolocation enables Things-4-You to personalise the landing page of its web site based on a visitor’s real 
world location 
At the country level this allows for local language and currency to be shown, but it goes much further in 
allowing events to be promoted to visitors from a particular town or area. A further benefit is to ensure that 
offers and sales comply with local regulations and sensitivities 

¶ Things-4-You has also proved that customers were researching online and buying offline (ROBO) and has 
been able to do something about it 
By linking customers with a local store, Things-4-You now offers them discounts for going to buy their goods 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊΩǎ store that sold the same brands 

¶ Geo-intelligence and better targeted online advertising are further benefits  
Knowing the provenance of online queries, Things-4-You can spot geographic buying trends and respond to 
them in its real-world stores. Keyword advertising is also now better focused by only paying for ads for 
searchers in particular locations 

¶ An on-demand offering was selected as the best way of procuring IP geolocation  
Using an in-the-cloud service ensures the geolocation information is always up to date and that Things-4-You 
did not itself have to host a database containing billions of records 

 
Conclusions 
For potential online customers, competitors are only a click away. Personalising their visit will keep them more 
engaged, whilst providing the opportunity to find out more about their requirements and turn them into a revenue-
generating customer. As the story of Things-4-You shows, geolocation helps achieve this with the additional benefits 
of providing a link between online customers and real world stores while gathering geo-intelligence to drive 
marketing and advertising campaigns across all retail channels. 
 
Disclaimer: Things-4-You is an entirely fictional company, as are its relationships with other organisations mentioned in the report, be they real or 
imaginary.



 

Customers in the real world October 2009 

 

©Quocirca 2009 Page 3 
 

 
1. Introduction: not-so-virtual worlds and the need for geolocation services 

 

 
 
People are increasingly becoming used to interacting with each other virtuallyτand they like it. It is not just a way of 
streamlining collaboration in business, it is also a source of pleasure; playing games, gambling and shopping are all 
increasingly enjoyed online. Virtual interaction is great because it seems to make real world geography irrelevant; it 
no longer matters where the individuals interacting actually are. This increases choice and the likelihood of finding 
like-minded people, but is it really trueτdoes geography become irrelevant? 
 

The trouble is that virtual activities have an inconvenient 
habit of spilling over into the physical world. A fraud 
committed in the virtual world of Second Life may come to 
the notice of a real world investigator who will want to 
pursue the actual individual and not their avatar. Online 
gambling is fine for some but illegal for others depending 
on the country they are actually in, but how do you limit 
access? And, of course, shopping usually involves something 
to be delivered to a real world location. It may be 
impractical to sell a grand piano currently in Anchorage to a 
buyer in Ankara. 
 
Online retail is obviously here to stay. 80% of retailers now 
have an online presence (Figure 1) and although the 
recession has led The Economist to report a slight decrease 

in online sales year-on-year for 2008, it must not be overlooked that they have almost doubled since 2004. With more 
internet users in China now as there are people in the USA, online retailers are addressing a truly global market.  
 
It is not just the practicality of delivery that makes it useful to know where someone actually is. When trading online, 
retailers can benefit from localising their offerings; dollars for Americans, Euros for Europeans and different languages 
for different countries are fairly obvious things. There is also a need to be sensitive to differing real world 
practicalities, culture and regulations affecting online 
customers that would not be a consideration in a high 
street store. Even within countries, there is plenty to 
be gained by understanding something about where 
someone is at the city, state or county level. 
 
Such granularity has great potential, which is discussed 
later, but perhaps the greatest benefit is to recognise 
the fact that, for the majority of retailers, their online 
presence is only one of the channels they use to 
interact with their customers (Figure 2). It makes sense 
to capture details of online visitors where possible and 
tie these in with their other channelsτespecially real 
world stores. 
 
This need to know where an online visitor is in the real 
world has led to the development of geolocation services. When a potential shopper visits a web site for the first 
time, just one thing is initially known about themτthe IP address they have originated from. Geolocation tells us 

Main Findings: 

¶ Online activities frequently spill over into the real world 

¶ It helps to know where online visitors are physically located 

¶ This is especially true for retailers, where such knowledge has many benefits for both the 
retailer and their customer 
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what the IP address says about the individual using the device, and can further use the information gleaned to 
customise their experience and tie it in with the practicalities of their real world lives. 
 
This report examines the benefits of geolocation from the point of view of a fictional multi-channel retailer, called 
Things-4-You, that wants to get better traction with first-time and return visitors to its web site. The report should be 
of interest to anyone trying to achieve this result for a real-world retailer, but first some background: how does 
geolocation work and why do we need geolocation service providers? 
 

2. Knowing your customer 
 

 
 
In the real world, retailers, restaurants and bars get to know their customers: for smaller businesses, this will often be 
down to staff remembering a given customerΩs preferences.  For larger businesses, such as supermarkets, there may 
be a reliance on loyalty schemes. Such familiarity is harder online, but there are a number of ways of getting to know 
customers and remembering things about them. 
 
It may be possible to tell something ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǿŜō-browser session:  for example, where 
did they come from, what search term did they use to get here? If a user has visited before, even if they did not 
register or purchase anything, a cookie may have been created to record their previous interest. However, cookies 
ǊŜǎƛŘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ t/ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƎŜǘ ŘŜƭŜǘŜŘ ōȅ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ōŜƴƛƎƴΦ 
 
The one piece of information that is always available is the IP address that the user has originated from. With the help 
of a geolocation service, an IP address can tell retailers like Things-4-You a surprising amount about the provenance of 
a visitor and can then be used to make their web ǎƛǘŜ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜȅ άƭŀƴŘέΦ 
 

3. What’s in an IP address? 
 

 
 
An IP address is a four part identifier in the format 123.456.789.123, although that is changing to a six part format as 
the world moves from IP4 to IP6 in an attempt to stop the supply of available addresses running out. The format of an 
IP address is not important for the current discussion, but the fact that an IP address is unique to a single device 
attached to the internet is, be it a printer, Xbox or PC. Some devices, which are largely stationary, will have a 
permanent IP address, others will be assigned a new IP address each time they attach to the internet and that address 
will depend on how they are gaining access.  
   
There is no one-to-one mapping of end user devices to IP addresses; some devices may have a unique IP address but 
in other cases thousands may share the same one. For example Network Address Translation (NAT) means many end 
user devices have a private IP address assigned to them via dynamic host configuration protocol (DHCP), which is 
unique only within their domain.  As soon as they hit the outside world, a single public IP address is assigned across all 
these devices. Therefore, groups of devices may share the same public IP address, but they will be situated behind the 
same firewall and hence close together geographically, so geolocation still works. Furthermore, good geolocation 
service providers can look at connection types and also recognise when a proxy is being used to access the internet, 
and usually tunnel through this to find the true IP address. Most geolocation service providers locate to a 20ς50 mile 
(50 to 80 KM) radius. 

Main Findings: 

¶ Information about IP addresses and how they are allocated is in the public domain 

¶ Geolocation service providers take this information and add geolocation data to it 

¶ Online retailers, such as Things-4-You, that subscribe to such services can personalise the 
online experience of their visitors 

Main Findings: 

¶ Something may be known about online users from their browser session history or from 
records of previous visits 

¶ The one thing known about every online customer is the IP address they originated from 
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To be clear, in the first instance an IP address says nothing about the individual using the device so, at least at the 
level of a geolocation service, using an IP address to understand the provenance of an online visitor is not 
undermining their privacy, merely logging where that device is attached to the internet. Having said that, a retailer, 
such as Things-4-You, that makes use of a geolocation service may start to collect additional data about a customer 
and then that retailer must be cognisant of their responsibilities with regard to the privacy and storage of that 
information, such as compliance with the regulations of the PCI (Payment Card Industry). 
 
So, what can an IP address tell Things-4-You? On its own, very little; unlike a telephone number, there is no inherent 
geographic information in an IP address. Making use of an IP address requires an understanding of its history and 
usage, and that is the business of geolocation service providers. They maintain databases of information about IP 
addresses and constantly update them. Consequently they are able to feed back information about a given IP address 
and whether the user behind the device is where they say they are. 
 
The assignment of IP addresses is managed by ICANN (Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers) 
through one of its functions call IANA (Internet Assigned Numbers Authority).  IANA assigns an address via regional 
internet registries (RIRs), who in turn assign them to internet service providers (ISPs), telcos, educational institutions, 
government bodies and large corporations. There are 5 RIRs covering Europe, North America, Latin America, Asia 
Pacific and Africa. Knowing which continent someone is from has its uses, but there is much more detail available via 
the individual RIRs, which publish the assignment of IP addresses and provide searchable databases, as do a number 
of other web sites such as www.webyield.net and www.whois.com.  
 
However, this is just the starting point for geolocation service providers; they take this publically available information 
and enrich it, creating a vast database of IP addresses and assigning available geographic and network connection 
information to them. The first thing that can be said about an IP address is binary: either there is some useful 
geographic information pertaining to it, or there is not. The assignment of many addresses is either too vague or, in 
effect, private. However, for many it is made quite clear to which organisation the name has been assigned and, most 
usefully, this will often be associated with a domain name. 
 
A domain name is the way most people are familiar with working with the internet; www.bbc.co.uk,  
www.google.com, www.bt.com and www.things-4-you.net are all well recognised domain names (OK, hands up, the 
last one is our imaginary retailer). The primary domain, or top level domain (TLD), is the end bit and in many cases 
provides an instant country ID, for example, co.uk for the UK, .fr for France. Obviously .com, .org and .net are less 
useful, but here the secondary domain may be of help, for example bt.com being the UK-based British Telecom (albeit 
with global operations). Some domains may be considered riskier than others, for example .gov would generally be 
consider safer than .org and, when necessary, a warning can be flagged before commencing an online transaction 
with a new visitor. 
 
Domain names can help to identify an IP address with a given country but just looking at the domain name is not 
usually enough to determine location. More is needed for really useful geolocation information. This is where the 
geolocation service providers add even more value. Knowing which carrier an IP address has been assigned to, they 
are able to enrich the data by adding in knowledge gathered from the ISP or other sources.  Some geolocation service 
providers have patents on methods for collecting such data and teams of analysts who manually comb the internet, 
constantly updating their databases based on internet infrastructure changes.  
 
Geolocation service providers supplement what they know about an IP address with other information not directly 
related to the IP address itself. Besides standard geographic information such as country, state, and city, they can add 
in the zip/postal codes and telephone area codes. !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ άƘƻǿέ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊ ƛǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
internet can also be helpful; for instance understanding the type of connection, i.e. dial-up or DSL. If dial-up is being 
used then that user could actually be anywhere in the world and their IP address would be less useful. The speed of 
the connection can also be valuable information, for instance not pushing video adverts to those on a low bandwidth 
connection. The more advanced providers can add in triangulation data from mobile access providers to refine the 
current location of a mobile userτoften down to a city block level.  
 
It is also important to identify when someone is accessing the internet via a known proxy. When this is the case, the 
only IP address would be that of the proxy itself, which would be of little use for geolocation purposes as the actual 
visitor could be anywhere.  This is especially true if they are using a known anoymizing proxy designed to hide their 
true origin. Such anonymizers can be used for good reason to ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅ but they are typically used for less 

http://www.webyield.net/
http://www.whois.com/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/
http://www.google.com/
http://www.bt.com/
http://www.things-4-you.net/
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noble purposes and their use should also raise a warning flag, regardless of the fact they are of no use for 
geolocation. 
 
So much for theoretical backgroundτwhat are the real world benefits? These are best seen through the eyes of our 
fictional retailer, Things-4-You. 
 

4. Introducing Things-4-You  
 

 
 
Things-4-You is a UK-headquartered broad category retailer selling food, clothes, books, electronic goods, financial 
services and even tickets for sporting events. It has a technology-aware management team that got the company 
online in the early days of the internet, and it currently sells 15% 
of its merchandise over the internet. Nearly all the rest is sold via 
a chain of sixty stores in major cities across the UK, and it has a 
further twenty stores across Europe where it has expanded over 
the last five years. In the last 12 months, it has opened a further 
five stores in the USA and one in Canada.  
 
Things-4-You believes its aggressive pricing, high quality customer 
service and savvy use of the internet can help it expand when 
many retailers are failing at a time of global recession. 
 
Although Things-4-You has had an online presence for many 
years, a few years ago it recognised it had a problem. The number 
of visitors to its site exceeded the number of purchasers by a 
margin of over 50:1. So 49 out of every 50 visitors disappeared without trace. Why was this? Things-4-You suspected 
two things: 
 
1. Its range of products was so diverse, it was impossible to appear relevant on its front page to most visitors 
2. Because it sells mostly third party brands, visitors might find what they want on its web site, but were only doing 

research online, before buying offline (ROBO) and, if this was true, Things-4-You had no idea if that offline 
purchase was from one of its stores or from a competitorΩs 

 
Things-4-You discovered that both of these issues could be addressed using a geolocation service, so it subscribed to 
one for a trial period. Now, every time a new visitor arrived at its web site, their IP address could be checked against 
the geolocation database and, in 70% of cases, could assign at least a country to the visitor, if not a state, county or 
city. Armed with this information, Things-4-You was able to address issues of personalisation and ROBO and prove 
that geolocation could make a big difference. 
 

  

Main Findings: 

¶ Things-4-You is a fictional retailer with a range of products and services that benefits from 
the introduction of geolocation 

¶ Having adopted geolocation Things-4-You is better able to personalise the landing page for 
new visitors and highlight products with a local relevance 

¶ Things-4-You has also created a link between its online customers and its real world stores 

The number of visitors to 
its site exceeded the 

number of purchasers by a 
margin of over 50:1. So 49 

out of every 50 visitors 
disappeared without 

trace. 
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5. Welcome/bienvenue/willkommen/howdy 
 

 
 
Ever since its physical expansion overseas, Things-4-You had been aware this must be reflected in its online services. 
From day one, it had provided local language versions of its web site and prices in local currencies. The trouble was 
that all this relied on the user selecting their country of origin from a world map, having been presented with an 
English language front page designed to appeal to its UK visitors. An immediate win from using geolocation was to 
present visitors from any country served by Things-4-You with a country-specific landing page which allowed local 
management to highlight offers only available at local stores and decreased home page abandonment by presenting 
relevant content. 
 
Geolocation allowed Things-4-You to go further than this and address a number of other issues that had been 
concerning its management for some time: 
 

¶ Things-4-You has developed a lucrative business selling top of the range malt whiskies; this was especially popular 
with its online visitors from overseas, where such goods are harder to come by. Geolocation allowed it to promote 
the whiskies to these visitors in particular. However, interest had been especially high from certain Gulf states 
where it is illegal to ship such products so, with geolocation, Things-4-You can remove the alcohol option from the 
product category list altogether for such visitors, and so save having to upset a potential customer for other goods 
by refusing an order for whisky. 

¶ Through agreement with a local UK soccer league, Things-4-You has an agreement to sell tickets for forthcoming 
matches. Now, using geolocation, it is able to promote the tickets on its landing page to visitors who are from the 
local towns involved in a given match. 

¶ Since increasing its presence in the USA, Things-4-You had a problem with selling downloads of certain music and 
film releases. There was often a lead time between formal 
release in the USA and in Europe, so now availability of 
affected titles is promoted to known US visitors but not made 
available to European ones until later. 

¶ To promote films, Things-4-You has been offering clips and 
trailers for customers to view. However, this can be frustrating 
for those with a low bandwidth connection who may select to 
watch a clip unaware of the consequences. Using the 
information provided by the geolocation provider, Things-4-
You now switches this option off for those on low bandwidth 
connections. 

¶ As with any online retailer, Things-4-You has been the subject 
of fraudulent use of credit cards. Geolocation cannot be used 
to prevent this altogether, but it can be used to make sure 
that the billing address of the credit card being used matches 
ǘƘŜ ōǳȅŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƭŀƎ ŀ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŦƻǊ 
special handling when this is not the case. 

¶ Things-4-You is now able to promote seasonal items to local inhabitants; for example turkey to Americans for 
¢ƘŀƴƪǎƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ŦƻǊ /ƘǊƛǎǘƳŀǎΦ Lǘ Ƙŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ нрлǘƘ ŀƴƴƛǾŜǊǎŀǊȅ ƻŦ wƻōŜǊǘ .ǳǊƴǎΩǎ 
birth with a special Haggis promotion to visitors from Scotland. 

¶ With stores in Miami, Boston and Montreal, Things-4-You is now able to extend the range of its summer and 
winter clothing seasons depending on the global latitude of its visitors. 

¶ Things-4-You has an agreement with an online weather service, which it uses to place an icon on the landing page 
representing local weather conditions. Visitors can click on this and it will take them straight to a page suggesting 
goods for a rainy day, a hot sunny day or for coping with the cold. 

Main Findings: 

¶ Things-4-You has expanded overseas, and wanted to get away from the idea of a standard 
entry page for all, where visitors had to select their location before getting local information 

¶ It was able to go much further by highlighting products and offers that were relevant at the 
city, county or state level 

¶ Geolocation also helped with in-country compliance and detecting potential fraud 

There was often a lead 
time between formal 

release of DVDs in the USA 
and in Europe, so now 
availability of affected 
titles is promoted to 

known US visitors but not 
made available to 

European ones until later. 
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Since geolocation has enabled Things-4-You to focus its offerings depending on the whereabouts of its online visitors, 
online sales have doubled. What about those customers who never had any intention of buying online but were just 
researching goods to buy offline? 
 

6. Multi-channel marketing 
 

 
 
Perhaps the biggest achievement for Things-4-You was to be able to recognise that ROBO was a real phenomenon, 
and show visitors a listing of the Things-4-You stores within 20 miles of their physical location. Furthermore, with its 
overseas operations it could distinguish between visitors who have no local store and must be served purely online, 
and those that are near one of its branches in Europe or North America who may not even be aware of its existence, 
so promoting its overseas investment. This was a dynamic element Things-4-You added to its web site so only that 
one box changed based on location and the rest of the page remained the same, all invisible to the user, who did not, 
as they have to on many web sites, select a location for themselves from a drop down list. 
 
To this end, any visitor viewing a product who can be identified as having a local store can be flagged if the item is in 
stock there. They are then offered three choices: 
 
1. A discount voucher to take to the shop in return for registering on the Things-4-You web site; they can then buy 

the item in person at the store.  
2. They can place their order online but collect it the same day from the local store. Many like the instant 

gratification of being able to collect their goods straight after they have purchased. 
3. Decline a visit to the store and make on online purchase as usual with home delivery. 
 
Providing one of the above choices is made, Things-4-You has established a relationship with a new customer and 
linked that, where relevant, to the presence of a local store. This relationship can be exploited for the on-going 
benefit of both the customer and Things-4-You. This has included the following initiatives. 
 

¶ Local stores now offer promotions to local customers, either to clear excess stock at a reduced price or promote 
products only likely to be of interest to the local residents. E-coupons can be offered to customers once a 
relationship is established for redemption online or at the store. 

¶ Customers that want delivery can be offered reduced shipping charges if delivery can be from their local store, or 
for heavy items they can be reminded that local collection may the cheaper option. 

 
The strengthening of the relationship between Things-4-You and its customers has been a huge success, but the 
benefits of using geolocation go further. Geo-intelligence allows Things-4-You to focus its online marketing activities 
and attract even more customers to build relationships with. 
  

Main Findings: 

¶ Things-4-You believes that part of its problem was that visitors were researching products on 
line but buying them offline (ROBO) 

¶ Geolocation allows it to create a link between online visitors and a local store when available 
and offer discounts for in-store purchase 

¶ It also enables an ongoing linkage to be maintained between online customers and their local 
store 
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7. The geo-intelligence dividend 
 

 
 
Using geolocation has allowed Things-4-You to develop its offerings even when web site visitors have not made a 
purchase or established a relationship with it of any sort. For example, a local education authority (LEA) in the UK 
added a new book to its recommended reading list for students studying English literature. By associating a big 
ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [9!Ωǎ ŀǊŜŀΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƎŜƻƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŀǘŀΣ ¢ƘƛƴƎǎ-4-You increased the stock in 
local stores and was able to fulfil a surge in demand that its competitors were unaware of. 
 
Geolocation has also enabled Things-4-You to identify long term regional trends; for instance through monitoring the 
provenance of searches for Polish Vodka, it has been able to spot hotspots of Polish settlement in the UK and make 
sure local stores stock the favoured drink of these incomers, benefitting from the custom of Poles regardless of 
whether they have been online or not. Where demand has been especially great, Things-4-You has introduced a 
whole range of Polish goods and started locally targeted online marketing to get the message to an even wider 
audience. 
 
Indeed, one of the biggest benefits of geo-intelligence is better targeted online marketing. 
 

8. Making online ads count 
 

 
 
Online search advertising is now a big part of most marketing 
budgets. The 2008 Democratic presidential campaign alone 
spent $8M on it. It used geotargeting to some extent by using an 
agency to place ads on web sites with a definite regional focus. 
However, using full geolocation would have enabled much more 
specific targeting. Given the granularity of US politics, there are 
some areas where any spend on promoting the Democrats 
would have been wasted and others where it could tip the 
balance. 
 
Things-4-You is also a big purchaser of online advertising, 
especially from the big search engines. Being able to recognise 
local demand has enabled it to do better than just buy keywords; 
it can buy them for key geographies. For instance, once it 
spotted the increasing number of queries from the geographic 
area for the book added to the reading list by the LEA, it then 
paid a popular search engine to display a prominent banner for 
the Things-4-You web site for searcheǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ 
from that area only. It had a lot of click-throughs from these 
banner ads and the visitors were turned into customers at a 
much higher rate than random visitors. 
 
  

Main Findings: 

¶ Geolocation has allowed Things-4-You to be much more targeted in its use of online search 
ads 

¶ This is particular true of keyword advertising where it has paid for sponsored link search ads 
only when an IP address identifies a visitor as being from a certain location 

Main Findings: 

¶ Gathering geolocation data about web site visitors has allowed Things-4-You to spot online 
trends and respond to them in its real world stores 

 

Things-4-You now 
understands a lot 

more about its first 
time visitors and is 

attracting more and 
more of them through 

the use of well 
targeted online 

advertising 
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It has worked with another search engine to further promote sales for soccer matches. Now anyone searching for 
details of the league is showed a banner ad promoting forthcoming games in the local region. Overall, Things-4-You 
now understands a lot more about its first time visitors and is attracting more and more of them through the use of 
well targeted online advertising. All very positive, but is there a downside? 
 

9. Preserving customer choice 
 

 
 
The very nature of the internet means that the Things-4-You web site can be accessed by anyone anywhere, unless it 
is blocked for some reason. That might well mean that an existing UK customer on holiday in France wants to secure 
tickets for a soccer match when they get home and knows Things-4-You is the ideal place to buy them. The trouble is 
that, in accessing its web site from a local internet cafe, the existing customer now looks like a first time visitor from 
France. 
 
Things-4-You was advised early on that geolocation defaults must be easy to override and has made sure that this is 
the case. A clear option to change the landing page is displayed, as is an invite for existing customers to login. 
However, even when a customer is a first time visitor making assumptions can be problematic. 
 
When Things-4-You opened its Canadian store in Montreal, it was in a dilemma as to whether to offer a French or 
English language landing page. In the end it decided to check the browser settings to see if there was a preferred 
language and use that, but, if such a preference could not be identified, it was decided that offering a choice for one 
or the other was the best thing to do. In this case just recognising two local languages of equal prominence was seen 
to be courteous. It now does something similar in both Switzerland and Belgium where the same issues around 
language apply. 
 
Of course, this all works only if the chosen geolocation service works, so what should be expected from such a service 
and how can is effectiveness be gauged? 
 

10.  Evaluating a geolocation service 
 

 
 
There are just under 4.3 billion possible IP4 IP addresses (2

32
), which sounds a lot, but in fact is nowhere near enough 

to support the on-going growth of the internet. This is one of the reasons for IP6 which provides a possible 2
128
τtoo 

big a number to write here and, in effect, infinite. So, the first thing to say about a geolocation database is that it 
needs to be large. 
 
  

Main Findings: 

¶ Geolocation databases are big because there are a lot of IP addresses 

¶ The leading providers are moving to software as a service as this is the best way to provide 
up-to-the-minute information and the customer has no need to host the database itself 

¶ Before committing to a geolocation service, Things-4-You took a trial subscription and got its 
employees all around the world to test it 

Main Findings: 

¶ Geolocation is not a panacea, people often access web sites away from their usual place of 
residence 

¶ Best practices dictate that It must be easy to override the defaults offered though 
geolocation 

¶ In some cases, where there are different cultures in a single location, it is prudent to offer a 
choice rather than make assumptions 
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However, even with IP4, not all addresses are in use. Many are allocated through RIRs but remain unassigned and 
large chunks of IP address space are reserved for private use. So, as it stands today, a database of active IP addresses 
should contain around 2 billion entries. The entries themselves are not large, but with so many records the whole 
database will be of a significant size. So whilst it is possible to get downloadable geolocation databases, it is 
increasingly seen as a service best offered on-demand, software as a service (SaaS) if you prefer. This is where a query 
is issued to an online database managed directly by the geolocation service provider. The good thing about a SaaS-
based offering is that it will always be up to date; if you have an on-premise database then you need to be aware of 
how updates are applied, how regular they are and any likely disruption an update will cause. 
 
Different methods are used by different vendors to provide geographic information that is as accurate as possible, 
some will be better in some regions than others. For example some specialise in the USA but do not have very good 
coverage in Europe, and the availability of information in emerging geographies can be patchy. The only way to find 
out about this is through reputation and trial. If your operation and requirement is global then you need to check that 
the provider covers all the RIRs. 
 
Ultimately the proof is in the eating. The only way to thoroughly test a geolocation service is to test in all relevant 
locations, so take a trial subscription and set your employees, and perhaps some loyal customers from around the 
world, to work on it. 
 
 

11.  Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

 
 
This report has focussed on online retail, but the benefits of geolocation for many other online activities are obvious. 
Where should access to gambling sites be allowed and where not? What events should be promoted to users of social 
networking sites? Where should citizens be guided for local advice when visiting central government web sites?  
 
Geolocation has benefits for any organisation that deals with thousands or millions of hits a day, providing an insight 
into every seemingly anonymous visitor and guiding them to relevant content and providing a more personal 
experience. The online world is not isolated from the real world and geolocation takes advantage of this, providing a 
strong link between the two and recognising that behind an IP address is a real person in a real place wanting to do 
something. Make their visit relevant enough and they may engage for long enough to do that something with you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Main Findings: 

¶ Many types of organisation can benefit from geolocation, not just retailers 

¶ Geolocation allows the recognition of a real person behind an IP address in many 
circumstances 

¶ Online visitors are more likely to engage if their visit is personalised 



 

 

About Quova 
 
Quova, Inc. enables online businesses to instantly identify where a visitor to their Web site is geographically located. 
Online companies, including broadcasters, e-retailers, ad networks, banks, and government agencies, integrate 
vǳƻǾŀΩǎ IP geolocation data into their Web applications to geotarget their advertising and content, detect card-not-
present fraud, manage distribution of digital content, comply with local laws, and more. Quova delivers detailed 
demographic and network characteristic data about an IP address and the data is 99.9% accurate at the country level 
and up to 98.2% accurate at the US state level (attested to by Pricewaterhouse Coopers). Quova, founded in 2000, is 
based in Mountain View, California, and is privately owned. www.quova.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.quova.com/page.php
http://www.quova.com/page.php?id=6
http://www.quova.com/


 

                                   
 

About Quocirca 
 
Quocirca is a primary research and analysis company specialising in the 
business impact of information technology and communications (ITC). 
With world-wide, native language reach, Quocirca provides in-depth 
insights into the views of buyers and influencers in large, mid-sized and 
small organisations.  Its analyst team is made up of real-world 
practitioners with firsthand experience of ITC delivery who continuously 
research and track the industry and its real usage in the markets. 
 
Through researching perceptions, Quocirca uncovers the real hurdles to 
technology adoptionτthe personal and political aspects of an 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ 
demonstrable business value in any implementation.  This capability to 
uncover and report back on the end-user perceptions in the market 
enables Quocirca to advise on the realities of technology adoption, not 
the promises. 
 
Quocirca research is always pragmatic, business orientated and conducted 
in the context of the bigger picture. ITC has the ability to transform 
businesses and the processes that drive them, but often fails to do so. 
vǳƻŎƛǊŎŀΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ 
process enablement through better levels of understanding and the 
adoption of the correct technologies at the correct time. 
 
Quocirca has a pro-active primary research programme, regularly 
surveying users, purchasers and resellers of ITC products and services on 
emerging, evolving and maturing technologies. Over time, Quocirca has 
built a picture of long term investment trends, providing invaluable 
information for the whole of the ITC community. 
 
Quocirca works with global and local providers of ITC products and 
services to help them deliver on the promise that ITC holds for business. 

vǳƻŎƛǊŎŀΩǎ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ hǊŀŎƭŜΣ aƛŎǊƻǎƻŦǘΣ L.aΣ h2, T-Mobile, HP, Xerox, 

EMC, Symantec and Cisco, along with other large and medium sized 
vendors, service providers and more specialist firms. 
 
5Ŝǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ vǳƻŎƛǊŎŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƛǘ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀǘ 
http://www.quocirca.com 

 
 
 

REPORT NOTE: 
 
This report has been written 
independently by Quocirca Ltd 
to provide an overview of the 
issues facing retailers in an 
online world. 
 
The report draws on Quocircaôs 
extensive knowledge of the 
technology and business 
arenas, and provides advice on 
the approach that organisations 
should take to create a more 
effective and efficient 
environment for future growth. 
 
Quocirca would like to thank 
Quova for its sponsorship of 
this report. 
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