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Pier 1 Imports Inc. (PIR), which pulled the plug on e-commerce three years ago in a bid to survive, may soon amplify sales by restarting its online business. 

Chief Executive Alex Smith has said the housewares retailer plans to resume online selling "in the near future" now that company costs have been slashed and an improving economy is boosting demand for tableware, candles and the retailer's other decor. 

Details of the plans, including what products or how quickly they will be added, are scarce. But restarting e-commerce would allow Pier 1 to tap into what has been a bright spot in U.S. retail this year. Online sales rose 2% in May even as U.S. retail sales overall fell 1.2%, and they have outpaced growth at most brick-and-mortar outlets over the last year. 

"Buying through the Web is now such an entrenched part of the way that people shop that retailers only hurt themselves when they choose not to invest in a strong Web presence," said Forrester Research eBusiness analyst Sucharita Mulpuru. The firm estimates U.S. online sales will grow to 8% of retail sales by 2014, or $248.7 billion, from 6% in 2009. 

Pier 1, which generated $1.29 billion in 2009 sales, declined to comment ahead of its fiscal first-quarter results on Thursday. 

The Fort Worth, Texas, retailer's Internet and catalog sales peaked at $14.1 million, or about 8% of sales, in 2006. But faced with shrinking cash and a 1,200-store chain of unprofitable stores, Smith re-focused resources on the stores. Pier 1 has since closed nearly 200 stores and renegotiated lower rents on hundreds of others. 

BB&T Capital analyst Anthony Chukumba estimates Pier 1 could generate $50 million in Internet sales next fiscal year. 

"If done correctly, it can be a very good and very profitable business for them," he said, adding that Pier 1's old e-commerce business was unprofitable. BB&T Capital expects to seek or receive compensation for investment banking services from the company. 

Pier 1 shares, which traded as low as 10 cents in March 2009 on bankruptcy fears, closed up 25 cents at $7.99 on Monday. 

Pier 1's customers appear ready to shop online. Company executives recently said the number of visits to www.Pier1.com has increased 19% over the past year, despite the fact that the site is strictly a marketing tool and store locator. Visitors stay on the site longer than they did when Pier 1 sold products online. 

Only about a third fewer people are regularly on the site than when the retailer ceased e-commerce in August 2007, according to Web analytics company Compete.com. 

Matt Pace, managing director for Compete.com's retail practice, said that statistic tells him Pier 1 has loyal customers but could improve their shopping experiences. 

The amount of sales Pier 1 could pick up with e-commerce has "certainly got to be material for a brand like Pier 1," said Steven Dennis, president of SageBerry Consulting. Certain customers, even if close to a store, prefer buying online, and they are probably going to one of Pier 1's many competitors, he said. 

Pier 1's site in April had a tenth of the number of unique visitors that Bed, Bath & Beyond Inc. (BBBY), and just over half as many as Williams-Sonoma Inc.'s (WSM) Pottery Barn website, according to Compete.com. A unique visitor is counted only once during the measurement period, even if the person goes to the site more than once in that time frame. 

Smartphones, which make it easier to research and comparison shop, are compounding the importance of a strong e-commerce site. About one in five consumers surveyed by Deloitte recently said they had used Web-enabled phones in their shopping, said Kasey Lobaugh, the consulting firm's multichannel retail practice leader. 

Pace said Pier 1's large geographic footprint, which the company said puts more than 80% of its target customers within a comfortable drive of one of its stores, sets it apart from rivals. "Pier 1 really has a great opportunity to leverage the online channel to drive traffic to a lot of their stores," he said. 

(Mary Ellen Lloyd covers home-related retailers from Charlotte for Dow Jones Newswires. She can be reached at 704-948-9145 or by email at maryellen.lloyd@dowjones.com.) 
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