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How to Make Sure Your U.S.-based E-commerce 

Site Can Serve the Canadian Market 
 
(Note: This is a compilation of our blog postings that address this topic. We’ve 

made this downloadable PDF for your convenience.) 
 

 

 

Part 1. Can your site can accept, bill, fulfill, and support 
Canadian orders? 
 
In today’s connected world, your customers may not come from your home 
town, state, or even country. If you operate a U.S.-based e-commerce web site, 

an easy way to expand your potential market by an extra 30 million people is to 
make sure that your web site works as well for your Canadian customers as it 

does for your domestic customers. 
 
Whether your existing web site offers products, services, or content or services, 

here are some pragmatic suggestions on how you can quickly audit your web 
site for its ―Canadian-friendliness quotient‖, and some low- or even no-cost fixes 

-- without developing a separate web site just for Canadians. We bet you won’t 
find a less-expensive international marketing program anywhere! 
 

1.  How important is the Canadian market to your web site? 
 

Look at your web analytics to see how many hits there are from Canadian 
visitors and how many of these hits convert to sales. If you have a goodly 
portion of Canadian visitors and customers, it makes sense to cater to them. 

 
If your site has disproportionately more visitors than customers, it could be an 

indication that there are challenges that need to be addressed. Of course, there 
may be a fundamental business issue that makes your e-commerce offer 

unattractive in Canada -- such as high shipping costs or a strong Canadian 
competitor. 
 

2.  Identify & rank your top national markets 
 

One of my pet peeves are pull-down menus that list Canada alphabetically after 
Cameroon. If you want Canada to be one of your target markets, why give it the 
same prominence as countries like Liechtenstein and Zimbabwe? (I’m betting 

that you don’t get much -- or any -- business from these two countries). Rank 
your top national markets, list them in that order, and then put the rest of the 

world in alphabetical order. For many web sites the United States will be first on 
your country pick list, and Canada second. 
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3.  Does your phone ring when dialled from Canada? 
 

If your company has a 1-800 number, chances are pretty good that it doesn’t 
work from Canada. Ask a friend in Canada to call you as a test (we’ll help you 

with this if you don’t know any Canadians). Either extend the coverage to 
include Canada, or list a regular number that can be dialled from anywhere. No 
telephone contact number implies limited customer service or technical support, 

and loses you sales if international customers need assistance to order. 
 

4.  Pretend you live in Toronto… can you enter your address? 
 
Or Montreal or Calgary or Vancouver. Now try using your company’s web site. 

Does it have a list of provinces? A quick tip-off to shoppers that the site might 
not accept Canadian orders is a field labelled ―State‖ instead of ―State/Province‖. 

Does pressing ―O‖ offer Ontario, or just Ohio? 
 
Does your web site reject Canadian postal codes? Automatic verification of zip 

codes is a terrific idea to prevent data entry errors, but maybe not so great if 
the software rejects alphanumeric postal codes. You can test your site using the 

Market Metrics postal code, ―K2K 2P4‖. 
 

4. Can your site process international payments? 
 
Here’s an example where someone clearly wasn’t thinking past the border. I 

frequently get time-limited offers via email from a company whose web site I 
have registered on. I really like their products, and would buy them on-line. Too 

bad their on-line credit card authorization doesn’t work with Canadian credit 
cards! 
 

I’ve also encountered U.S. sites that can only validate Canadian credit cards 
during business hours, which means people can’t place orders during the 

evening, prime shopping hours. Having customers abandon their shopping carts 
because the payment processing didn’t work is a sale that was made — and then 
lost. 

 
5. Learn how to ship across the border 

 
If you sell products, your Canadian customers will need shipping and customs 
brokerage. First, check with your existing shippers for these services. 

 
Next, check that your web site can accommodate any special procedures 

involved. Some items, like food and drugs, have legal restrictions. You have the 
choice of either implementing any required procedures or at least notifying the 
shopper that a product they have selected cannot be exported. The Canadian 

Border Services Agency (http://cbsa-asfc.gc.ca/import/courier/menu-eng.html) 

http://cbsa-asfc.gc.ca/import/courier/menu-eng.html
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is a good resource for information on moving goods across the U.S./Canadian 
border. 

 
Don’t forget that there will be a delay getting goods across the border. If you 

promise overnight delivery, you probably won’t make it overnight to a Canadian 
destination. That’s usually probably acceptable if you let your Canadian 
customers know in advance that it will take longer. 

 
Best of all is a checkout system that recognizes where the package is going, and 

offers a selection of shipping options. Some web sites offer different delivery 
times and price points as well as optional insurance. 
 

Remember that customers will be looking at the all-in price, meaning the total 
delivered cost including shipping and currency conversion charges. Maybe a 

Christmas present bought on sale in July and shipped by surface mail is an 
attractive offer, but becomes too expensive if the only delivery option is via 
courier. 

 
Conclusion: 5 steps  

 
These five tips won’t give you a localized Canadian web site, but can 

significantly improve your web site by enabling it to accept, bill, fulfill, and 
support international orders.  
 

 

Part 2. Developing a Localised Version of Your Site 
 

In part 1 we discussed the most common barriers that U.S.-based e-commerce 
web sites face in serving Canadian customers. If your site can deal with those 

issues, you’ll be able to accept, bill, fulfill, and support international orders from 
Canada. 
 

But what’s the next level? 
 

Manufacturers that do business internationally typically adapt their product 
packaging, documentation, sales literature, marketing messages, and service 
processes to create a local market ―look and feel‖. A successfully localized 

product fits in and appears to have been developed within the local market, 
while still taking advantage of its brand. 

 
For your web site, it means considering such items as language, legal 

regulations, time zones, currency, national holidays, dealer and service deport 
locations, cultural aspects, colour implications, local product names, and social 
and gender roles. 
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So, the next level would be a separate localized Canadian web site with different 
content. You can’t make your U.S. site do double-duty and use the same content 

while addressing all of these items; this is why multinationals have a drop-down 
menu on their home page that allows you to select a country-specific version. 

 
 We hope this posting will help you decide if you need to create a localized site 
for your Canadian customers. Expect it to be a major project, even more difficult 

than making a Spanish version of your web site for U.S. customers. And 
remember -- you’ll have two separate sites to maintain so your webmaster’s 

work will be doubled. 
 
BTW, we assume that you won’t be setting up a Canadian subsidiary, but 

continue to operate from within the United States. Firms often link these two 
decisions together by setting up a national sales subsidiary with the mandate to 

develop a local market web site. 
 
Localization means translation, doesn’t it? 

 
 Localization of written materials usually starts with translation, but don’t worry 

too much about the differences between Canadian and U.S. English. Canadians 
see U.S. spelling and hear U.S. slang all the time thanks to media spill-over; the 

typical cable TV viewer probably watches just as many U.S. channels as 
Canadian ones. 
 

If you feel it is a concern, you can always import your web content into Word, 
change the language setting to Canadian English, and spell check away. You 

might also wish to start a writing guide for your webmaster, a list of words in 
American English and their equivalents in Canadian English such as ―color‖ and 
―colour‖, ―mile‖ and ―kilometre‖. 

 
What about French? 

 
French is one of Canada’s two official languages and a significant decision will be 
whether you offer a French-Canadian version of your site. Doing so means you 

will need TWO additional localized Canadian versions. 
 

Under Canada’s Consumer Packaging and Labelling Act, product labelling and 
accompanying materials such as warranties must be in both English and French 
for pre-packaged products sold to consumers. But that’s for retail operations 

selling consumer products on Canadian soil (it might be prudent to verify this 
with a Canadian legal expert if you carry consumer products). 

 
So a French version of a U.S.-based e-commerce web site isn’t mandatory -– 
that’s a marketing and business decision under your control. According to 

Statistics Canada (Languages in Canada, 2001 Census), French is the mother 
tongue of 23% of Canadians and about 18% of Canadians are bilingual. 
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Assuming that you aren’t specifically targeting francophones, you can serve over 
three-quarters of the Canadian population in English. 

 
Just as UK English is much different from American English, Canadian French is 

different from the French used in France. If you do develop a French version of 
your site, it makes sense to find a translator or writer who is French Canadian, 
and check any existing French translations provided with products imported 

from France or other francophone countries. 
 

Are your technical specifications in SI? 
 
Canada is officially metric, but — surprisingly – most Canadian adults are not 

comfortable with all measurements in either the metric or the British Imperial 
systems. 

 
Not much changed when Canada started its multi-year conversion to the metric 
system (officially called the Système International d’Unités or SI) in the early 

1970s. Most products continued to be produced in the same package sizes with 
modified labels since the Consumer Packaging and Labelling Act required that SI 

units be shown. 
 

For example, supermarkets are full of products packaged in 454 gram tin cans; 
this the former one pound size. But there are plenty of exceptions. 2×4’s are 
still sold as 2×4’s and a sheet of plywood is still sold as being four by eight feet. 

 
The norm today is to provide specifications in both systems. If you decide to use 

only one, use the SI system. 
 
Here’s the checkpoint: Do you have -– or can you obtain -- metric specs 

(dimensions, weights, cable lengths, temperature ratings, etc.) for all of your 
products? Do your suppliers provide them? 

 
This issue is proportional to the number of products that you carry; not such a 
big deal for a manufacturer with a dozen or two products and a very big deal for 

a site selling thousands of SKUs. 
 

One catalogue database or two? 
 
Your localized web site will need to access product descriptions suitable for the 

Canadian market. The site can either use a second catalogue database with 
Canadian information (and maybe a third for French), or you can add and revise 

information in your existing database. 
 
This is a business as well as a technical decision. 
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From the business side, consider if your marketing messages and product 
descriptions need to be changed for the different markets. If so, you’ll need to 

create a second database as part of your web site development project. 
 

If you go with one database, will the operational process of modifying all the 
catalogue information interfere with sales? 
 

Global or localised pricing?  
 

This is a complex multifaceted question: what price do international customers 
pay, in what currency do they pay, with what financial instrument do they pay, 
what are the terms and conditions, and in what currency do you receive 

revenue? If you want to invoice, you should investigate exporting to manage the 
risk of bad debts. 

 
To oversimplify, if you can use credit card payment there are two basic choices: 
 

1. State prices and accept payment on the Canadian site in U.S. dollars, and 
let the customer’s credit card company convert currency and add on their 

conversion fee; or, 
 

2. State prices and accept payment in Canadian dollars, and have your 
merchant account handle the currency conversion. 

 

If you use Canadian currency you’ll need either a software widget that 
dynamically converts your U.S. prices to Canadian dollars on the fly, or to set 

local fixed prices in Canadian dollars. Setting fixed prices will require price 
reviews. Canadian cross-border shoppers are always looking for bargains, so 
keeping your Canadian prices competitive with Canadian suppliers is vital, 

especially now when the two dollars are at parity. 
 

Don’t just stick a maple leaf on it!  
 
Seriously consider if your current web site might be poorly designed -- or even 

off-putting -- for Canadian visitors. 
 

One key cultural difference between Canadians and Americans is their approach 
to patriotism. In my opinion, Canadians are quietly proud of their country, while 
Americans seem to be more forthright. One area where this comes into play is 

the use of slogans such ―made with pride in the USA‖. (We note this is a 
different message from "manufactured in the United States", which implies 

higher quality than off-shore manufacturing.)  
 
Unless you know that for a fact that this is something your international 

customers value -– as opposed to being a potential point of sensitivity -- such 
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slogans might best be treated with caution, especially when dealing with public 
sector customers. 

 
We suggest adopting a neutral tone. A subtle approach is to restrict information 

about U.S. value-add, GI bills, segregated housing for workers, trade unions, 
and the such on a corporate page in your U.S. site. 
 

Conclusion: To localise or not? 
 

Good intentions aside, we suggest that you don’t produce a Canadian version of 
your web site unless you truly have a positive business case, management 
commitment and resources -- financial, technical and marketing -- to develop 

and maintain a high-quality web site.  
 

Ask yourself if one site that supports basic international business processes for 
Canadian customers may be better than two distinct sites, especially if there is a 
risk that the Canadian version will be poorly maintained and slow to add new 

features.  
 

 


