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The E-consultancy newsletter

Published once a week, the E-business Briefing is distributed to 19,000 internet marketing professionals around the globe. 

The newsletter includes an in-depth interview with an internet industry thought-leader on a subject related to e-commerce, internet marketing or online strategy. 

In 2005 we notched up more than 40 interviews, covering a wide range of topics and sectors. Interviewees are encouraged to share tips and tricks, to help provide marketers with strategic, practical and actionable insight. 

The newsletter also contains the latest new media jobs, new E-consultancy reports, industry white papers, forthcoming internet business training workshops, roundtables and supplier showcases.

The newsletter is free and available to non-subscribers. 

To receive the E-business Briefing in 2006 please visit: 

www.e-consultancy.com/account/register.asp
About E-consultancy
E-consultancy is the UK’s leading online publisher of best practice internet marketing reports, research and how-to guides. It also publishes buyer’s guides and has a directory of 100,000+ third party internet marketing white papers.

Since moving to a paid-content model in 2003 E-consultancy has amassed thousands of paying subscribers and 34,000 registered users. The website attracts 155,000 unique user sessions per month generating more than half a million page impressions.

Subscribers (individual / All-In-One / corporate) pay from £99-£5,000 per year to access the exclusive and highly practical content, which helps internet marketers get the most out of their websites. E-consultancy also provides a range of highly-effective in-house training programmes, such as seminars and workshops.

E-consultancy has more than 100 events lined up for 2006, including roundtables and monthly ‘Supplier Showcases’, where six suppliers pitch to an audience of up to 100 pre-qualified buyers in a Central London venue.

Contact

If you would like to know more about E-consultancy please contact info@e-consultancy.com or call (+00 44) 207 681 4053.

www.e-consultancy.com 

1. Seth Godin talks about Internet Marketing

Seth Godin is a bestselling author, entrepreneur and agent of change. Godin's books have been bestsellers around the world and changed the way people think about marketing, change and work. 

Permission Marketing was an Amazon.com Top 100 bestseller for a year, a Fortune Best Business Book and it spent four months on the Business Week bestseller list. It also appeared on the New York Times business book bestseller list. 

Seth has just launched Squidoo, his latest venture. 

Does it perplex you that many big brands still have reservations about the web? 

Not at all. Big brands got that way by doing the things that worked over and over. They're not good at the new, and they're horrible at experimenting. 

Should every business use the internet to communicate? What are the basics of an internet communications strategy?

You should only use the internet if you want your communications to be FAST and you want to reach LARGE NUMBERS with no intermediaries. If you can't handle that, though, you shouldn't try. 

How can an enthusiastic marketing executive convince a senior board of Luddites to invest in digital? 

What works is success. That's how Google got so big. Once people make money paying 10 cents a click, they beg to buy more at 15 cents a click. 

The best online efforts have worked because of this incremental approach. 

You've written about permission marketing extensively, yet intrusion is still a big part of the average internet session. Does this frustrate you? 

Not any more. Like everyone else, I ignore it. 

What a waste. 

Interruptive online ads are thought to damage brands, yet we still see an awful lot of advertising clutter on the major publishing sites. What would you say to these publishers and advertisers? 

They're not listening, so I can't say much of anything. 

If they were listening, I'd ask them to do one thing: measure. 

About 7 years ago you suggested that banner ads would be finished by 2000. Well, we're still seeing them, but paid-search is now king. Is there a place on the web for display advertising?

I was awfully close to being right, my friend. The value of online banner ads is close to zero. The best display ads are contextual, relevant and interesting. And not banner shaped. 

Does online advertising have to be purely about response? What about the brand benefits? 

There's zero evidence that you can build a brand with interruptions online that don't lead to action. Zero. 

Something like one in four rich media ads are those horrible floating ads, essentially pop-ups 2.0. Is it just me or is this totally nuts, given the ever-increasing percentage of installed pop-up blockers...? 

Not sure how many people have them actually installed, and ironically, most of these are bought by those that measure (spammers measure too). If it works, people are likely to try it...

Do you have any insight on the value of a customer who responds to an intrusive call-to-action such as a floating ad, as opposed to something permission-based? 

It depends what you're selling. There are many businesses that depend on (and profit from) clueless consumers 

I guess that the majority of online marketers still perceive the web as an acquisition channel, rather than a customer relationship channel. Would you agree? 

I would agree that they perceive it that way, and of course, they'd be expensively and dangerously wrong 

I think a big trend over the next few years will be a shifting focus towards using the web channel to increase retention, repeat business and referrals. Can you sum up the basic opportunities in this area? 

It's like dating. Communication is good. Isolation is bad. No sense letting people simmer with bad feelings, right? 

Right. So what about email? What’s the future looking like for email marketing? 

Not good. RSS, I believe, is the next big thing 

Yahoo has just added RSS feeds to Yahoo Mail, which will help RSS reach the masses. Right now RSS usage isn't into double figures, but could this be a white knight for email marketers? 

It is if they do it right. Abuse your RSS feed and you're invisible (again). 

What's Squidoo all about? 

Squidoo lets anyone build a simple, free web page that points to blogs, online stores, maps and other information on a single topic—any topic. Each page can contain insight, bullet points, links, products and pictures, and each page earns royalties for its creator or for charity. 

Squidoo leverages the power of personal recommendation. The site will eventually host millions of handmade ‘lenses’, each a focused, useful guide to some area of expertise, some glimpse of the net. Instead of aimlessly poking, a lens lets a user see the big picture—a human being’s big picture, the overview you need to get the meaning of the idea. 

Can you explain more about ‘lenses’? 

The heart of Squidoo is the lens. A lens can point the best hotels in London. Or blogs with pictures and articles about Paris Hilton. Or personal accounts about Hurricane Katrina. 

A lens can expose a cross-section of the web, a more personal and more humanly relevant take that no computer could ever create. A lens is an easy-to-build page of links and referrals. Two lenses may be on the same topic, but they are never the same — every lens is personal, and every lens is built by a person, a Lensmaster. 

Soothsayer alert: 5 predictions for 2006? 

1. Inventory of adsense begins to catch up with demand 
2. Thumbnail photos show up in adwords 
3. Web pages get DRAMATICALLY better at teaching and interacting 
4. Several large marketers cease to do TV 
5. The Supreme Court bans email attachments

Seth was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor. 

2. Steve Jackson (CEO, Aboavista) talks about Conversion Rates

Steve Jackson is the Editor of the Conversion Chronicles, a website conversion rate marketing newsletter dedicated to improving website conversion rates. He is also the CEO of Aboavista a web conversion and web analytics consultancy head quartered in Finland but with offices across the Nordics, the UK and with partners in the USA. You can get a free copy of his e-book sent to you upon subscription to the Conversion Chronicles web site. 

What are the most important factors that influence conversion rates? 

"A joint of roast beef is sizzling over an open fire on a glorious summer day. The aroma fills the air as you cut the juicy meat into generous slices and stack them on a plate to pass around your friends. Your pet dog, driven crazy by the smell starts begging, whining and running around excitedly, hoping for a piece of the delicious steak."

“Speak to the dog, about what matters to the dog in the language of the dog” - Jeff Eisenberg, 'Call To Action'. 

What he doesn’t mean is start barking at people. 

What he means is write for your target audience, about what it is they want, in a simple and attractive way. I’m sure that you’re now thinking about roast beef. That’s what you need to do when writing for your website, try to put a picture in your prospects head. 

The most important factors influencing conversion rates are your copy and content, your copy attracts, persuades and provides momentum, while your content answers all your prospects questions. Design, usability, measurement and testing should all be taken into account but they come after you figure out what it is you want to say and to whom you want to say it. 

Where do you normally start when working with a new client? Is there a set process you follow?

Yes. We start by asking lots of questions. Initially we get the basic business information so we can ascertain how deeply the client has thought about their website as a business. You’d be surprised how many companies don’t know what their cost per visit is or their profit per website visitor. So we develop a business objective so that we can say: ‘This is where you are now’. 

Next we’ll do an analysis of how far we think we can take them, based on their own limitations and budget. Then we can say what service they might need to take them to the next level. Not all businesses need the same things, some need tweaks to marketing strategies, some need better copy and content so it’s hard to answer. But the process we use is the same to find out what the client really needs. 

How important is it to use web analytics tools to find on-site problems? 

You can’t prove whether anything works on a website without web analytics tools. I advise every client I’ve ever worked with to get web analytics. I won’t work with an enterprise level company if they haven’t got web analytics. The tools allow you to do two things very well, pinpoint problems and measure your tests. Without this capability you’re pretty much guessing. 

Can you suggest some generic KPIs that e-commerce teams should be monitoring? 

There are lots and you should decide upon metrics which you can act upon. However here are some you might want to think about adopting:

   -   Site-wide conversion rate 
   -   Product conversion rates 
   -   Percentage of new and returning visitors 
   -   Sales per visitor 
   -   Average order value 
   -   Average number of items purchased 
   -   Shopping cart abandonment rate (step conversions) 
   -   Revenue and Profit per product 
   -   Repeat order rate, to help calculate long term value 
   -   Cost per visit 
   -   Profit per website visit 

Also don’t forget to set trip wires like page views per visit. I’ve explained it better in this article.  

Is Google Analytics going to be good or bad for the industry? 

Yes, I believe it is going to be good for the industry. I’m delighted about it. 

Too many paid-search and affiliate programmes do not create campaign-specific landing pages. What are the key elements that should be found on a landing page? 

Compelling copy and content. Complimentary design, a graphic should help people to see the text or reinforce the message not just be there for the sake of it. Just one link from the landing page – the call to action (the 'buy now' button). 

A landing page should already attract the audience who want what you have so you needn’t persuade them to go elsewhere by giving them any other links or options. 

Do you have any metrics to share about landing pages, eg before / after conversion rates? 

On average e-commerce landing pages get about 2-2.5% conversions. After we’ve worked on changes we tend to improve things by 40-50%. So usually 2.8-3.3% convert after the changes to a single call to action landing page. 

Of course it depends on the type of business and the traffic source. Banner ads are always lower than PPC ads for instance. 

You’re a big fan of A/B testing. How can web teams implement these tests and what should they be testing? 

The basic principle is that you write two test pages, direct equal traffic to each and see which works better. It’s possible to write your own traffic splitter code if you are only testing a few things at a time and you have in house programmers. Or you could outsource the testing to something like Offermatica which handles the test pages and the traffic splitting. 

Things you might want to test using an A/B split are headlines, copy blocks, graphical images, banner ads, PPC ads, button colours, in fact anything where you have the potential to improve the response and be able to measure the improvements. 

Do you have an idea of conversion metrics by sector? Which sectors are leading the way in terms of conversion rates? Which ones are underperforming? 

We’ve compiled a list of averages by sector from a variety of different sources (including www.e-consultancy.com) which you can see here.

No-one is really sure how accurate these figures are. They seem reasonable based on the top e-tailers who hit global conversion rates of between 11-16% (we’re talking about online retailers like Amazon, Ebay and QVC).

The sectors which have always done the best are the catalogue companies and the average figure suggests a 6.1% conversion rate. In our experience this seems about right. I have worked up conversion to those levels with a number of catalogue companies that were hitting lower than 6% before and some have come to us with slightly higher conversion rates than 6% initially. 

The underperformers seem to me to be sport/outdoor retailers or fashion and apparel. They really should be hitting much higher levels than the average level 1.4-2.2%. 

Creating web pages is a balancing act between the needs of the business and the needs of the user. Factor in the needs of the search engines and that’s quite a challenge. Where should your priorities lie? 

The needs of the user are the most important. The business need in most cases is simply to make or save money. Businesses should achieve both their own business objective while catering for the user so that she can accomplish her goals. The more that the she accomplishes the better it should be for your business. 

Search engine marketing is important but you should never sacrifice copy or content simply to rank highly on Google. The search optimisation should and can be implemented, but it should still persuade the person reading the copy that your solution is for them. 

It is a balancing act but if you prioritize with the users in all cases then you’re on the right track. 

How can accessibility and usability play a part in increasing conversion rates? 

Usability is necessary. You should follow all the best practices regards navigation, colours and layout. Accessibility is becoming increasingly important. We’ve seen our own visitors ask us to change font sizes (make them bigger) for instance. We now have a function on our own site which allows you to adjust the text through the browser to any size you like. 

Which online retailers do you most admire for their shopping cart processes? And which ones are a ‘dropout from basket’ waiting to happen? 

Amazon and Cafepress.com have very friendly and simple interfaces. The interesting thing about these two sites is that while they do take your details and record them so it’s easier for you the next time you visit, they do not ask you to “open an account” or “create account” because the wording itself puts many people off. How many times have you bought something from Amazon because it “suggested” something based on your interests? Amazon really understands about building a site around what the user wants (or might want based on their preferences). 

The sites which are a drop-out waiting to happen are the ones which have common problems, like requiring registration before a purchase, long checkout processes (I’ve seen ten steps to purchase before), no shipping information displayed, no privacy policies, no security (SSL encryption), lack of guarantees and return policies, the list is endless. 

Copywriting is an increasingly essential art form for many e-commerce teams. But the challenges for large websites can be immense, if authoring occurs at a local level. How can you manage authors so that they stick to the conversion-focused rules? 

Firstly we figure out what their limitations are. The content management systems or technical backend may mean that we need to adapt our methods to their systems. Then we hold them by the hand for a number of their most popular products showing them how we’ve come to the copy and content we’ve developed. 

After that, we design a custom template with rules to follow so that the content managers can work to a specification. The content managers are then responsible for their own testing to improve the site copy and this is done in conjunction with A/B split testing and or web analytics. We either handle that ourselves or train the managers to do it themselves. 

Ownership of the site is key, by getting the content managers to own and develop their content based on what works, gradually the conversion improves. 

Do you have any insight into how the demographics and conversion rates differ between Google, Yahoo and MSN users? 

The demographics are important and can mean a whole change of strategy for some businesses. This observation of the Nielsen//Netratings figures by Danny Sullivan is particularly good and current. 

As for conversion rates from different engines, we have yet to do a study of that and I don’t know anyone who has. We tend to work on a client by client basis and work out the best sources of traffic for each, based on their own particular product ranges. 

(Obligatory end of year question alert…) What do you think will be the top trends for webmasters in 2006?

I’d like to think that the focus will shift from traffic acquisition via search engines to traffic conversion but I think it’s still a little bit too early for that in Europe. It’s beginning now in the US and I think it will take another year before the UK and later Europe really start to focus on it. 

I do feel that this year because of Google Analytics more focus will shift toward web analytics, which in my view is as important for the industry as when PPC was introduced. It means businesses will be able to use a quality tool without paying a fortune and see for themselves how a good tool can affect the bottom line. This can only be a good thing as the trend will shift towards measurement rather than best guessing which has been going on for far too long. 

3. Alex Cameron (MD, Digital TX) explains IPTV

Alex Cameron is the 26-year old managing director of IPTV start-up, Digital TX. Alex regularly advises some of the biggest names in the entertainment business and is regarded as an authority in his field by his contemporaries. 

Digital TX is a consultancy that helps ISPs, telcos and content rights holders with developing and delivering both the technical and commercial aspects of new entertainment services. 

Can you provide us with a clear definition on IPTV? 


IPTV is an umbrella term for video delivered using internet transport technology, as opposed to more traditional methods such as RF/UHF – ‘internet protocol television’. 

That can mean streaming video on the internet, multicast services such as the BBC’s Olympics applications, hotel hospitality systems or mainly as a complete substitute and competitor to the likes of Sky Digital and Freeview. 

HomeChoice or KIT is what I would call ‘true’ IPTV. It’s very important to make the point that we are absolutely not talking ‘TV on your PC’ or ‘Internet on your TV’. 

How far away is internet TV (IPTV)? How long before we see beta trials / early adopters / critical mass? 

Fairly soon I think. As I’ve often argued, the UK is a very different market to any other in the world. We’re geographically dense, both our TV and broadband markets are extremely crowded and many of the existing brands are so heavily dug in that the barriers to entry are very high. 

It is very easy to be a tech-head and make the mistake of expecting consumers to pick up new gadgets and services as the same speed as the people in the industry do (an insular type of thinking that’s caused no end of problems for the music, TV and movie worlds), but change always takes longer than we think it does. 

The catalyst for all these bandwidth-intensive services will be the adoption of very high speed connections, such ADSL2+ and VDSL2. As we’re starting to deploy them now, along with VoIP/CPS, it will take at least 6 months for them to bed down before we will see noticeable demand for video-centric services. 

So by my estimates, that’s the tail end of 2006. If you want to see them now, order HomeChoice or take a trip to Hull to see KIT in action. 

What are the major opportunities, for content owners? 

There are more opportunities than we could ever take advantage of, and more than enough to go around. An open infrastructure based on IP will mean the end of physical media, and an unprecedented level of innovation. 

We have interactive video, media on-demand, immersive 3d video gaming, voice/VoIP & telephony services, mobile connectivity, web services & applications, ultimate personalisation and so much more. All of them can talk to each other and share functionality. 

Where do you start? Probably by trying to work out what is BS, as all with all things, the consumption of content is subject to common sense. Just because I can record 3 channels at once doesn’t mean I’m actually going to. Your little shockwave movie isn’t suddenly going to be the best thing in the world just because your friends can watch it at home on their TV. 

The immediate opportunity is from exploiting the basic economics of digital distribution and helping consumers to find your media and consume it. Digital means faithful, high-quality reproduction and negligible (if any) physical distribution costs. In my eyes, it’s a virtual licence to print money for content owners. 

Presumably the opportunities for ISPs and cable networks are also fairly huge? 

Not at huge as you might expect them to be, but there are definitely opportunities if the market is looked at soberly. Just because you can get the free VLC media player to multicast a playlist of movies on your LAN doesn’t mean you can run a TV network. But equally just because others have been at the game longer than you doesn’t mean nobody else should try if they see a niche. 

We are at a crucial juncture now, which has a lot of ISPs scratching their heads in the wake of their international rivals going hell-for-leather with their IPTV projects – many companies are marching blindly towards triple play simply as it’s what the rest of the herd are doing. This is due to the UK market being very different than anywhere else, as we mentioned before. 

I don’t believe ISPs should be publishers, broadcasters or channels – I believe they should be carriers/operators. They should use the BSkyB model where they provide the casing over the building blocks of the TV network (e.g. channels, satellites, viewing cards, set-top boxes etc), but not the channels or infrastructure. 

I was strongly against Tiscali’s move to operate its own online TV channel. In my experience online ‘channels’ are a total red herring that just help marketing departments to spend their budget and impress their bosses, eventually fading into the ether. 

You don’t watch TV on your PC, whatever Microsoft thinks. Maybe that will change in future, but not for a few years yet. 

What about threats? Which sectors will IPTV threaten or force changes upon? I guess the video rental industry is an obvious one…? 

IPTV is by nature a very disruptive technology, commercially and technically. As Steve Griffiths from Breakthroo always tells me, disruption tends to upset incumbents more than anyone else and usually develops via a separate ecosystem that eventually becomes part of the status quo. 

I hope we can shake up the big guys a bit, as their creativity (or lack of it) leaves a lot to be desired. I believe that IPTV (and convergence as a whole) will eventually effect considerable change on many areas of our lives over time. 

Blockbuster had some fascinating experience in this area with their KIT experiment, and Video Networks have reported many challenges to their assumptions in regards to how people consumed what they have to offer. I don’t think we will see the radical disruption of the market, predicted as an Armageddon of sorts by some people – the change is too great to happen overnight. 

The normal laws of TV will still apply as viewers are just doing what they have always done with different technology. When you are watching TV, you’re not watching movies, and vice versa. We are seeing a lot of changes already about the way we schedule our entertainment consumption that we can learn from – primarily time-shifted viewing and intelligent suggestion mechanisms as personified by Sky+ and TiVo. 

The sheer breadth of channels possible with IPTV technology and the choice they represent will place pressure on existing UK broadcasters to keep their audiences from switching over to more interesting viewing. The possibility of competition with the people who they import their content from (i.e. NBC or HBO in the US) is a very serious one that will need attention as their popularity grows organically. 

And yes, despite the vested interests the rental business is dead in the water, which is why you will find a lot of online rental companies and larger chains looking at VoD business models in full panic mode. However I don’t believe the takeover won’t hit critical mass unless VoD providers install technologies that provide the full DVD experience over the network, usually called DVD On-Demand (which we have), for the simple reason that the change to VoD is effectively a step down from the added-value of DVD features and too difficult to make immediately without a bridge. They are soon going to be in the death throes, but their successors have a lot of work to do yet before they can fully replace what is there now. 

If internet and TV develops into a long-term relationship, there could be some serious benefits for the advertising industry? I’m thinking of targeting, delivery and a response mechanism… 

That’s a fascinating question that I’m very glad you asked as it is often taken for granted. I would love to hear your readers’ opinion on this as it’s a crucial issue for the success of media on-demand. 

I’ve spoken with several media buyers and the consensus so far is the same: the industry will continue to buy per thousand viewers for some time to come and the ideas about rates put forward so far are unrealistically high. 

My argument has been that you can use the traditional unspecific, unmeasured carpet-bombing approach (which has been in use for decades) and pay a premium for the numbers or you can have highly targeted, smaller audiences that form a particular niche. 

In terms of technology, we have a platform for advertising that is unsurpassed in the history of media. We can tie people to their individual phone line, record every press on the remote and serve each person different media to their own potential tastes. The 2-way nature of a broadband connection allows for very detailed monitoring of their response to what they see and how they consume it. In practice this means that we can profile individual households and tailor their viewing according to their interests and tastes. 

If you’re looking to know exactly where you can advertise on an IPTV service, you can put videos on when the set-top box boots up, on information screens, as a ‘screensaver’ when the box is idle, a ‘buffer’ when a movie loads and dynamically in the video streams (similar to typical broadcast TV, but you know who it is you are advertising to). 

It is important to remember, however, that vested interests are definitely at work here. Many benefit from not being able to accurately measure the response to advertising and will actively resist new technology as it’s a potential threat to their balance sheet. 

Accuracy can reveal uncomfortable truths, such as a campaign’s ineffectiveness as well as its success. The BARB TV statistics have been a joke for years… despite the pleading by ad-execs that it is representative because it measures 5,000 or so households (quite how you can extrapolate to millions of viewers is quite beyond me). 

Even the latest ‘red button’ ads play it safe as they can only measure those who used their phone line for more information. The best anyone can come up with is that it is the lesser of two evils. If you want to know which half of your money was wasted on advertising, now we can tell you. 

I think one trend will be that internet publishers find themselves increasingly sought after, since niche is working well online, and IPTV providers / networks / operators will want to tap into niche user bases. Won’t they? 

I can’t agree with you more on this, and I suspect that if you ask others in this industry they will open up their arms and invite you in for dinner too. I think this is going to be one of the killer apps of IPTV, provided that we can find ways for viewers to easily find their way around all that content, rather than let them drown in it. 

As you say, the evidence for this is already compelling, from funny viral videos, offensive shockwave games to political documentaries. I believe it is going to be all about the niche audience and how the providers serve these communities. These publishers are just perfect for IPTV services as they already benefit from digital distribution economics, help us discover new talent by taking risks and have minimal platform translation time. 

How can the rights holders avoid making the same mistakes as the record industry did? Does Hollywood (etc) have its head in the sand with regards to the web, broadband and content delivery? 

I talk with these people every day, and I cannot stand the idea of suing your customers, as its just racketeering by any other name. It worries me that these industries are so convinced and happy to group customers in with organised crime. 

Well let’s be honest, the mistakes are so unimaginably bad that its going to take them a while to work their way back, but they are just acting as a business, like BT is. But then again, they made the same arguments about radio and the cassette, so don’t pay to much attention to the flapping arms. Ultimately I think there will need to be a change in how licensing is done. 

A lot of the criticism levelled at the content industry comes from a lack of understanding of their point of view and the business realities they face. Hollywood isn’t in the business of video on-demand, it’s in the business of selling DVDs. Every video on-demand stream played is a lost DVD sale in their eyes, and every perfect digital file that finds its way onto an electronic network has the potential to heavily eat into their revenues. 

Change isn’t easy for these guys as it’s effectively being imposed on them, as they don’t see any reason to upset the apple cart. They’re more aware of the value of their intellectual property than any other industry and are rightly sceptical the technology can faithfully deliver the picture quality, the right protection from copyright violation and the revenues that will make up for losses in other areas. They also know that carriers need content if they are to attract subscribers, and just as property developers control retail, so do rights holders have effective control of what we do in new media. 

The simplest way they can avoid the mistakes are to be the people who provide the technology before anyone else does. They need to really commit to the technology, actively work to exploit new markets, invest in R&D and be ahead of other developers, even software manufacturers themselves. In terms of IPTV, we want them to work with us. 

The main (forgotten) competitor to video on-demand is P2P downloading of ripped DVD movies, not video rental as you would believe. If rights holders want to reduce piracy, they need to work with ISPs to provide the compelling alternative that will transition their subscribers from doing it – one that doesn’t need 7 figures in pre-payments and crippling consumer-hated DRM just to get off the ground. 

Right now the policy of penalising and being authoritarian is doing them no favours, as no ISP has any reason to police content their customers download, as whether they like to admit it, music and video downloading is a key selling point of buying an internet connection. Neither will any ISP have the same audience figures of cable or satellite television networks – basing viability on the amount of subscribers reached is not embracing the true strengths of digital distribution or the realities of how media will be consumed in the coming decades. 

What about T-commerce? Is IPTV going to make buying things easy for consumers? 

We have a real opportunity to learn from the failures of the past with IPTV as we need a viable, standardised charging mechanism that everyone can agree on. We also need to make everything easy, not just buying things. 

My belief is that ‘T-Commerce’ as an internet equivalent or derivative is dead in the water and has been for years. Sky learnt that people don’t like buying things through their TV (very, very painfully). It might sound great in the boardroom, the annual report or in a VC’s office, but there are so many things against it which should be like the effect of a cold shower on a hot day. 

TV is a social and passive medium meant for entertaining people, not a PC-like environment. The remote control isn’t designed for inputting your credit card details or helping you see how clothes will look on you. I believe there are many ways of making money from TV interaction, but T-commerce isn’t one of them. 

Alex was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor.

4. Vinny Lingham (founder, incuBeta) discusses Affiliate Marketing

Vinny Lingham is the Founder of incuBeta, a world leader in Affiliate Marketing & Paid Search employing over 40 talented technologists & search marketers, which also owns Clicks2Customers.com, a well recognized Super Affiliate. 

Vinny's blog is available at www.vinnylingham.com, and he is also a regular contributor to Revenews and is recognised as one of the best search marketers in the industry. 

How did you become involved in the internet and when did you start out with affiliate marketing?

I used to run a search marketing department for an online casino back in 2001, which at that point, represented one of the largest paid search budgets of all time. I left the company in 2003 to start my own search marketing business, focused on affiliate marketing, due to the availability of merchants via platforms like CJ. 

What are the core benefits of being an affiliate? What do you like / dislike? 

Benefits: Higher Margins than agencies, more freedom to test different ideas and tactics without consulting with clients. 

Dislikes: Dodgy tactics employed by unscrupulous affiliate marketers sometimes casts a shadow over the industry. Cookie tracking is also a problem, given that 40% are removed on a monthly basis, we often don't get full credit for our work. 

Which areas do you focus on? Which sectors are hot right now, and which have proved disappointing? 

Our portfolios are balanced across a wide range of goods and services in many countries, to ensure that we have stable income. 

What's hot? Telecommunications 
What's not? Financial Services

Are there sectors that are more evolved than others, when it comes to affiliate marketing, or is it all about the affiliate manager in any given organisation? 

I don't think that there are particular sectors that are more evolved, but that it really depends on the affiliate manager. In most cases the work of the affiliate manager is outsourced and in doing that a lot of the value is lost. We prefer dealing direct with the merchant or via the network. 

So what are the traits of a good affiliate manager?

1. Works long hours and is available anytime. 
2. Compensates for errors on their end. 
3. Notifies of site upgrades or downtime. 
4. Provides constant feedback, support and business intelligence. 
5. Strives to understand your business and works with you in order to enhance it. 

What makes a good network? Do you have any advice for retailers and other businesses looking to start out in affiliate marketing? What should they be on the lookout for? 

The same way that if you look for something on a marketplace, you go to eBay, because Commission Junction is probably the largest network out there, merchants should look to "sell themselves" on the CJ platform. 

We have integrated our systems with CJ so it's very easy for us to roll out campaigns for their merchants. The key to building a successful affiliate business is having access to the affiliates, not building the network yourself, so I would steer clear of smaller networks and look more closely at CJ or Tradedoubler. 

How important is Google to affiliate marketing? Are you more focused on organic search or paid-search? 

Google is the backbone of affiliate marketing at the moment, but with MSN integrating search into Windows Vista, that may change. We are purely focused on paid search. 

How do the various PPC networks compare? Do you have any insight into the types of people that use the various search engines, in terms of demographics / numbers / propensity to convert? 

This is a very broad question, but I'll try to answer it. Your 1st tier engines like Yahoo, Google, MSN, AOL are where the bulk of your traffic and conversions should come from. Demographic targeting is difficult to do at present, but MSN AdCenter will be offering a solution to that soon enough. 

Search is ubiquitous, so that means everyone uses it. The end goal will be targeting very relevant ads to the right people, once the search engines can provide the data behind their audience. 

The trouble with being an affiliate is that you are reliant on a totally different website to convert visitors to customers. How can you influence this? Are you happy with working on a CPA basis? 

We are happy working on a CPA or Rev Share. We start off with a test campaign, typically $5,000 to $10,000 and if we get a return on it, we look to invest more in marketing that site. 

We monitor campaigns in real time. Assuming that the conversions stay the same or improve, we increase the budget, but if it drops, we will drop the campaign inevitably. You can influence this by being proactive, and building technology to monitor and control your PPC campaign investment (I call them investments, because they are like an investment). 

Any tips and tricks you can share with other affiliates? 

Subscribe to blogs, journals and other sources of affiliate news and keep up to date daily, there are opportunities arising every day. 

The moment you see an opportunity, go for it - but if you're not looking you won't find it. My blog's RSS feed is located at www.vinnylingham.com/atom.xml and I post news there daily, as well as links to other well respected blogs. 

Affiliate marketing is simply taking the risk to employ a marketing tactic for a company, that they either can't, won't or don't know how to do. 

Risk + Action = Reward / Success Rate 

How much of the UK industry do you represent? How long has it taken you to become a 'super affiliate'? 

We estimate that we control up to 5% of the online affiliate marketing in the UK, based on the revenues that we generate for merchants. It has taken us over 2 years to reach this status, with a lot of blood, sweat, tears, money and technology. 

What are your thoughts on the future of cookies / tracking? 

I'm not worried about the future, I'm worried about the present. We estimate that if the cookie problem is not solved, many affiliates will move more and more toward building their own websites, where they will own the customer, but rely on third parties to deliver the product, virtually. 

Affiliates will essentially become merchants over time. 

Which emerging internet technologies and applications are you most excited about? 

I'm pretty excited about Videocasting, from a personal/end user perspective. From a business perspective, I think that we haven't even begun to explore the possibilities that are available for affiliate marketers through the use of APIs and the development of end user tools and services, which earn revenues via affiliate marketing relationships. 

Vinny was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor.

5. Gavin Breeze (founder, Datacash) talks about Online Payments

Gavin Breeze founded DataCash in 1996 and is now Business Development Director. DataCash is now the leading bank-independent outsource payment processor in the UK. It processes over 6m credit card transactions with a value of around £1/2 billion in value each month. Transaction volumes processed on behalf of its clients increase by approximately 50% each year as the e-commerce market continues to expand. 

Some online businesses seem to have had success with 3-D Secure. Can you explain what this is and how it works? 

3-D Secure is a payments protocol based on an architecture known as the 'Three Domain Model' and builds on proven SSL technology to provide a standard, secure method of performing transactions over the Internet through authentication of all parties involved in an online transaction: 
   -   1:  the merchant and its bank (Acquirer Domain) 
   -   2:  the Cardholder and their bank (Issuer Domain) 
   -   3:  the Cardholder's bank and the merchant's bank (Interoperability Domain) 

3-D Secure enables two parties to authenticate each other by exchanging digital certificates (electronic identifications) before proceeding with an online transaction, assuring the Cardholder that he is dealing with a legitimate merchant and providing the merchant with proof of participation of the real Cardholder. This gives both parties the confidence to proceed and creates a digitally signed record of the transaction that can be verified afterwards. 

By implementing 3-D Secure, merchants can accept cardholder authentication information from Visa and MasterCard issuers following successful verification of the cardholder's identity by password, PIN, or other issuer-approved methods. 

Cardholder authentication information is equivalent to a signed sales voucher in the 'Card Holder Present' world and helps reduce incidences of online fraud, while increasing both consumer and merchant confidence for orders placed and accepted over the Internet. 

Merchants benefit from the Visa and MasterCard rule changes that shift chargeback liability for fraudulent transactions away from the online merchant to the card issuer. Currently, if an online merchant processes a transaction that the cardholder claims they did not authorise, the merchant ultimately bears the costs. 

Merchants will know they are dealing with the 'real' cardholder, while consumers will know that they are able to shop securely, preventing fraud on their card. So, 3-D Secure encourages increased customer confidence in making online purchases - leading to increased sales. 

Do you think companies might be put off from using 3-D Secure because they are worried about reduced conversion rates? 

Potentially this is a problem only if the merchant doesn't advise the card holders what is happening. 

I saw a case over the weekend, where the website had a link on their homepage allowing the cardholder / customer to register their card on their card issuer’s 3-D Secure database. If the merchant does provide some basic education on what 3-D Secure is and how it can protect the card holder from fraudulent use of their card online, this should not be a problem. 

What we find, or suspect, is that the people who don't go through the registration process if invited, are the fraudsters. 

Moving forward, how quick do you think the take-up of 3-D Secure will be? 

We anticipate it will be speeding up in 2006. In 2005 card schemes were concentrating on Chip & Pin. Now they are focussing on educating the consumers: there was a mention of 3-D Secure for the first time on BBC Breakfast time last week. 

There is still a serious lack of awareness among consumers about the dangers of online fraud, despite Government and business initiatives to help educate the public. Where do you think the responsibility lies for helping to raise awareness?

With the card issuers because they have the direct relationship with the card holder s and are in an ideal place to educate them on the benefits of enrolment on to the 3-D Secure scheme. 

How can the need for optimal user experience be balanced with best practice online security?

By ensuring that the look and feel of the purchase experience is a simple as possible while still taking into account the security requirements. 

Which sectors do you see as being the most advanced in their attempts to minimize the threat of online fraud and security attacks? 

Gaming/Betting. They are the ones who are exposed to fraud on a greater scale than other merchants. There is more opportunity to make lots of money especially when combined with techniques such as "chip dumping" (where one legitimate card holder is winning against someone using a fake card). 

The experience in the gaming industry will be passed onto other sectors through forums and the like. 

Are there any sectors in particular which are exposing themselves as 'soft targets' to fraudsters and extortionists? 

Anybody selling "fencable" goods online: ones that are readily resalable through car boot sales etc. In our experience, most companies these days are not responding to extortion. 

The majority of our larger customers have experienced DDoS attacks backed up with extortion demands. In no instance has the DDoS attack succeeded, nor has any money been paid over to the extortionists - but it is scary while it's happening! 

What do you think the most serious threats are for businesses who are not taking online fraud seriously? 

They can lose their ability to trade. Card schemes and their acquiring banks impose fines on merchants whose chargebacks levels go above certain thresholds. In extreme circumstances, the banks and card schemes can withdraw their ability to trade online if these limits are broken. As the banks operate a shared 'merchant blacklist' of such companies, this can end up being a life long ban on the business. 

Capacity management is a major challenge for the e-commerce marketplace (such as gambling companies which experience a massive surge of interest around major sporting events). How can you prepare for extreme variations in seasonal demand?

In our business we see capacity planning as a crucial part in a merchants overall success. As a company offering outsourced payment processing, it is a fundamental requirement to be able to cope with peak capacity requirements. 

For instance, we have a large proportion of the UK betting companies as customers including Ladbrokes, Corals Eurobet, Skybet, Paddy Power, Betfair and many others and process their card payments that come through their web sites, call centres and interactive TV channels. 

So, one key date for us each year is the Grand National. More than that, it is the last half an hour before the "Off". If we can not process a transaction for any reason during this period, the bookies have lost their money - for ever. It is not like a normal product based web site where the client can come back again in half an hour and try again. We plan for three months working in close collaboration with all our betting clients to plan for this one day. 

There are other examples in event-based companies: when Robbie Williams announced his tour dates recently, the demand for tickets in the first couple of hours was truly exciting. 

Companies that outsource their payments processing should get the benefit of this level of capacity management and scalability to meet the expected demand, and unexpected surge in sales over very short time frames. 

There seems to be a scary amount of ignorance among web merchants around the need for compliance with regard to PCI DSS (Payment Card Industry Data Security Standard). Can you explain more about what this is, and why it is important?

Yes! In our experience, even the very biggest companies are unaware of what PCI is and what the penalties are for non-compliance. PCI DSS offers a single approach to safeguarding sensitive data for all card brands and covers Visa (AIS/CISP), MasterCard (SDP), American Express (DSOP), Discover, Diners Club and JCB 

It is mandated to all entities that participate in the payment system lifecycle - if you don't pass, you can be closed down by Visa or MasterCard. PCI covers merchants, service providers such as PSPs like DataCash and other third party service providers such as network providers, data consolidators, media back-up companies, web hosting companies and fraud prevention services. The current focus is on Web Merchants and Payment Service Providers. 

To sum it all up, the basic building blocks of PCI compliance cover how you... 
   a) Build and Maintain a secure network 
   b) Protect cardholder data (must be encrypted at all times) 
   c) Maintain a Vulnerability Management Program 
   d) Implement strong access control measures 
   e) Regularly monitor and test networks 
   f) Maintain an Information Security Policy. 

Can you outline what is necessary for PCI DSS compliance and how those requirements vary according to merchant size/number of Visa transactions? 

Level 1 applies to:
* Any merchant > 6,000,000 Visa transactions per year 
* Any merchant that has suffered a hack or an attack that resulted in an account data compromise 
* Any merchant at Schemes, discretion 
(requires an Annual Onsite Security Audit + Quarterly Network Scan) 

Level 2: Any e-commerce merchant processing 150,000 to 6,000,000 Visa transactions per year (requires an Annual Self Assessment Questionnaire + Quarterly Network Scan)

Level 3: Any e-commerce merchant processing 20,000 to 150,000 Visa transactions per year (requires an Annual Self Assessment Questionnaire + Quarterly Network Scan)

Level 4 All other merchants, regardless of acceptance channel (strongly recommended: an Annual Self Assessment Questionnaire + Network Scan).

Apart from PCI DSS, can you highlight the key advantages that a managed payment service solution can bring? 

Processing payments is an increasingly complex business. Merchants can chose to do this in-house, however by outsourcing a mission critical part of your online solution you will: 
   a) Eliminate capital costs and lower operational costs 
   b) Increase your speed to market 
   c) Save time, as building a payments system is a time-consuming business. 

DataCash processed its first transaction in December 1996 and every week since then has delivered some new piece of functionality that is either driven by the card Schemes (AVS, CV2, 3DSecure) or is a specific feature request by a merchant. 

Normally, if a merchant is thinking about something, we have already done it, or planning it. 

Gavin was interviewed by Linus Gregoriadis, Analyst.

6. Mark Ellis (Business Development Director, Unique Digital) talks about Online Advertising

Mark Ellis is Business Development Director at Unique Digital, one of the UK’s largest and fastest growing digital media agencies. After graduating University and 4-years in Ad sales at Haymarket and Redwood Publishing, he helped launch Redwood New Media in 1998. He joined Unique in 2003 to drive the agency’s new business growth. 

The feel good factor seems to be back for many internet publishers, with increasing demand for online media. Would you agree? Why have clients started to spend more online? 

Yep, it’s definitely boom-time again, and for most companies in this space it seems - clients, media owners and agencies alike. 

Broadband growth and increased UK Internet penetration are the key drivers in terms of online media demand, as advertisers and brands follow their audiences online; not to mention the superior accountability of the online channel for identifying what is and isn’t working with your media spend and the vastly increased traffic, sales, revenue, profits and returns they’re all now starting to see come in via their websites. 

Put simply, more clients are waking up to the fact that more and more of their customers are spending more time and money online and they need to be there if they want to compete and grow ahead of the competition. That’s why budgets have swelled so dramatically in the last 12 months. 

What have the big trends been in media buying in 2005? 

PPC search marketing continues to snowball (roughly 40% of all online spend) and is clearly the success story of 2005, driving phenomenal growth and pushing revenues faster and harder than any other channel. Ad networks are also witnessing something of a re-birth, with many new entrants now in the market meaning they now account for one in five display ads online. 

Additionally, behavioural targeting is coming much more to the fore on media schedules, as the opportunities open up for targeting consumers based on their previous search, visitor and purchase patterns, rather than simple demographic fit. 

Paid-search is claiming more than 40% of online ad spend, according to the IAB, compared with about 33% for display ads (banners, skyscrapers etc). Should we be worried about declining share for display ads? 

I think it’s too early to start worrying about their declining share just yet (down from 36% to 33% this year), but it will be interesting seeing what proportion of online spend display ads do actually represent in years to come as Internet growth begins to slow and stabilise. 

Currently I think advertisers are simply seeing better results and returns via search, affiliates and partnerships so that’s where the focus has been, budget-wise. It’s still, to ours, the IAB’s and everyone else’s chagrin, seen as a direct response sales medium. With continued broadband growth, penetration and rich media advances however I think we’ll see a resurgence in display and interactive advertising in the next 2-3 years, as brands really begin to push campaign and TV integration to new limits. 

Is rich media likely to emerge as the saviour of display ads? Functional ads with video / games / data capture seem to be the way forward, certainly for sectors like automotive (‘book a test drive’). Thoughts? 

Yes definitely, as I described, but to what extent remains to be seen. We don’t know what’s going to happen in the near future of course. A new player could enter the market tomorrow who offers highly sophisticated, non-intrusive ad-serving technology that shows display ads alongside your search results for example, which could blow the entire sector wide open and force Google and Overture to get in on the act. 

Ultimately, as the Web and iTV become ever-more entwined I think we’ll see more innovative and compelling display ads tempting us in. 

Is paid-search ROI starting to level off in any sectors? 

In our experience no, clients are still generating a very healthy ROI from search and they continue to increase their annual PPC spend. That’s not to say that ROI and margins get squeezed in some sectors from time to time however, especially when average CPCs rocket upwards due to increased competition and affiliate activity. 

Ultimately, most markets' average CPCs level off at a price in line with their advertiser’s average ROI thresholds, as companies will naturally only pay what they can afford to pay to attract the click/sale. 

The latest Fathom report suggests that keyword deflation is rampant in the US (keyword prices are down for the fourth consecutive month). What’s the picture like in the UK? 

It varies from sector to sector depending on the maturity of that particular search market and its core advertisers. The gambling sector, which we’ve been working in for clients since the launch of PPC search has seen average CPCs on some major keywords drop from £11 two years ago to the £2 mark today. Conversely, some of our client’s average CPCs have increased steadily over the past years as the search competition has got fiercer. 

Over time I think most keyword prices will slowly settle, be it rise or fall, at a level that’s comfortable for the majority of its advertisers, but momentarily, with the search gold rush continuing unabated, you’d have to assume that current UK CPCs are high and that average prices will drop similar to the US. 

Have you started buying ad space on blogs yet? Are your clients wary of blogs? Any insight into what works best in this area? 

Not as yet, we’re keeping a close eye on them and we track and monitor new blogs starting up on relevant topics for each our clients, but we haven’t placed any media with any blog sites to date. In saying that, we’ve a couple of potential tests in the pipeline for Q1 2006 so watch this space. 

There still seems to be a problem at publisher level with regards to targeting. We keep seeing lots of intrusive ads on the big sites (Guardian, Times etc). Aren’t they missing a trick (better targeting = higher ad fees)?

Yes and no. 'Yes' because the big sites invariably have very loyal customer bases and could potentially offer better segmentation and targeting opportunities to advertisers based on profile and behavioural activity, but that’s down to agencies and media owners to work more closely together to identify what can be done and the best way to achieve it. 

'No' in that if advertisers are still willing to purchase intrusive ads, and media owners are still seeing increased site popularity and traffic figures, then you can’t blame them for accepting them. 

You have to question the logic behind media owners blindly running ad formats that annoy their readers but most now have research and feedback programmes in place to monitor customer reactions and opinions to the advertising they run. 

Are clients demanding better targeting? What are the main challenges in identifying which sites audiences use? 

Clients always demand sharper targeting. The challenges are no different to any other media. Will this site’s audience give us the right customers, in the right frame of mind at the right time? Can the site deliver what they say they can volume-wise and can they give us the frequency we need etc? 

The beauty about online is we can test, test, test, and in real-time too, so we can get a very quick idea for what is and isn’t working and optimise plans accordingly, a luxury you can only dream of in other channels. 

What’s the best way of planning and implementing multichannel campaigns? How can outdoor, mobile, web, TV and press work in conjunction with one another? 

Easier to say, much harder to implement, but we’ve worked with some brave clients who’ve got it right in the past. Irrespective of what the “big idea”, brand message or channel of consumption is, the customer experience HAS to be the same, with a consistent tone of voice, branding, look and feel and service element. 

Therefore to get the best from your campaign planning and implementation you need to involve ALL of your agencies from day 1. You have to be totally transparent with the big picture thinking and overall campaign plans, so that different media and creative ideas can feed off each other. 

Don’t bring in your online or mobile team at the last minute and ask them to mould a campaign around predetermined TV and press ads. That’s not multi-channel integration. Involve every agency from the start, show them all the thinking, and ask them to go away and come back with their best ideas before you formulate any concrete plans about the media mix and planning details. 

What do you think will be the main online media trends in 2006? 

Online spend will continue to increase faster than any other marketing channel. There will be more brand campaigns around, with tighter offline integration. Search will continue to explode into the heavens, and audiences may fragment slightly, with more traffic going through specialist, vertical search engines such as Autotrader and Kelkoo etc, and especially with MSN’s much anticipated launch later in the year. 

We could also see more clients wanting to set-up, control and manage their own affiliate programmes as they become a vital component for low-cost acquisition. 

Mark was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor. 
7. Caroline McGuckian (Media Director, Wheel) discusses Online Media Strategy
Caroline McGuckian is much easier to talk to about media than her name is to pronounce, although that depends on how much Chablis she’s knocked back. Having started her career many moons ago at Hobsons Publishing and then Carat Interactive, she’s planned and bought campaigns for more brands than you could shake a schedule at. 

Being an entrepreneur at heart, Caroline set up her own agency Oscar Media in 2003. Wheel were so impressed they made Oscar an offer they couldn’t refuse and Caroline and her team became part of the fast-growing media department at Wheel. 

Where do you think we’re at, in terms of overall adoption of online as a channel for customer acquisition and retention? 

Where we are depends on the day of week / time of day that you speak to me. When I am having yet another conversation about the bid price for “insert obscure keyword here” on Google then I am somewhat disheartened by today’s online channel. 

When I speak to a challenging client who relates that bid price back to the overall digital strategy which includes the rest of their direct response activity, their brand work, their site architecture and design and their offline plans I feel really very proud of the industry I am a part of. 

Why do you think some brands have yet to commit any significant budget to internet marketing? How can performance channels help attract more budget from late-adopters? 

A hybrid of fear: “I’d like to give it a go but I don’t want to take the risk of doing something new”; knowledge: “I’m not 100% sure what I want / need”; ownership: "the e-commerce department are responsible for online advertising not me!"; clarity of positioning: “its only for direct response” or “well, how will it compare against TV?"… 

The list could go on but we need to build trust and confidence in online as a channel and support this with the research, statistical analysis and results for the next wave of clients to climb on board our rollercoaster. 

Can you briefly sum up the opportunities offered by the web? Are these opportunities equal for multi-channel brands / SMEs / niche retailers? 

The beauty of the web is its ability to meet many objectives. The opportunities are just so extensive and the variety of marketing services that we can turn our hand to is spectacular. 

Do you need reach, frequency, interactivity, data, sales, sampling, promotions, CRM, peer to peer endorsement? The web can deliver it and any client can take advantage of it irrespective of size or audience. 

Which areas of online marketing are you most excited about? In terms of ROI, is there a clear leader? Paid-search? Affiliate marketing? Email campaigns? 

The most exciting thing about today’s marketplace for me is not the individual strands or mechanics but how they work together. What’s the impact of brand advertising on your search marketing? How should your affiliate programme and SEM activity work together? 

I also believe there is also more than one type of ROI …the “how cheaply did I buy a customer for this week” versus the “how efficiently did I maximise and learn from all of my digital activity". Lots of clients and agencies are engaging in the former and not many are achieving the latter. I am confident that this will evolve into the latter. 

To answer the question more directly, affiliate marketing is coming into its own and the fact that if approached sensibly it can deliver very cost efficient sales means it is a clear leader when viewed in isolation. A good affiliate programme is the equivalent of a virtual sales force and therefore a banker in the ROI stakes. 

The IAB made a big noise about online advertising being worth £1bh in 2005, yet display advertising only accounts for about £320m. We think paid search spend will reach £500m in the UK this year (the IAB suggests a shade over £400m). Why do you think brands are spending more on paid-search than on online banners and skyscrapers? 

The majority of clients are either not doing, or else cutting out, activity that doesn’t deliver a positive ROI in its own right - potentially a skyscraper, for example - and they are not taking the time to understand the longer term implications or the impact that the skyscraper may have on other strands of activity. 

The definition of ROI in a lot of these cases is often sales so naturally clients who want to sell widgets are going to target people already looking for widgets. The number of consumers using search engines is increasing, as are the bid prices in some sectors, meaning of course it is where the money is going. But at some point SEM will plateau and digital channels will be seen as a place that can generate demand rather than simply be one that can capitalise on it. 

I think of paid-search as 99% response and 1% branding (visibility), while display advertising is 1% response and 99% branding. Where do you start when trying to integrate online ads with offline campaigns, for the best response and brand benefits? 

You start with the message and that doesn’t matter if it’s search, affiliate, brand, email, outdoor, radio, TV, lavatory or any other type of advertising. What you are trying to say should be at the heart of any activity from something as simple as the copy you use on your search listings to video streaming on the homepage of Yahoo. 

To integrate all activity you need to start with what, who and how – if these are right both on and offline then you’ll get a better response than you could have hoped for. 

Of course a more accurate response figure for an untargeted banner ad could be much lower than 1%. What tactics can you employ to increase click-through rates? Are the fundamentals of online ad planning any different to offline? 

The question is based on the assumption that a click through is the key action or purpose of your banner. In many cases it is more important to resonate with the consumer on a messaging level and therefore reach, frequency and recall are more valuable KPIs. 

That said, some basic principles of advertising in general could be employed to improve the results. Place it somewhere relevant. An untargeted banner ad could get a click through rate of less than 1% but then again an advert for a Stannah stairlift on MTV isn’t going to get a great response either. 

Remember to ask the consumer to do something (and I don’t mean stick a big flashing red button on it!) Clearly demonstrate the value of responding to your customer and they will respond. 

What we do is no more complicated than speaking to the right person at the right time with the right message. We use technology to facilitate it but to be honest that’s where the differences between online and offline media planning end. 

And what about conversion rates? Are online advertisers doing enough in terms of landing pages, call-to-action / copywriting, offers and incentives? Are advertisers’ ROI expectations unrealistic? 

You can bring the horse to water but you can’t make it drink. Naturally we spend a lot of time looking at the cost of the traffic to a site. However, there comes a point that any lack of ROI isn’t about the costs of getting a visitor to the site, but the fact the rest of the customer journey isn’t as good as it could be. 

Just as each strand of your acquisition strategy shouldn’t be looked at in isolation in the digital space, acquisition of a customer is only one part of the equation with conversion and retention equally valuable. 

What’s your view on rich media for display advertising? Is it worth spending extra on developing and buying these ads? 

Every brief is different, every client’s objectives need and deserve a unique approach and as a result rich media executions work for some campaigns and not others. 

Rich media executions are great at qualifying visitors before they reach your site and as a result CTRs and conversion rates are potentially higher. They are also key for activity that has a broader remit than direct sales e.g. time spent with brand, data capture etc. 

Don’t do it just for the sake of it, make sure you are measuring all the right KPIs and under these circumstances it would be unusual for a client not to benefit from the additional investment. 

Why are all of the major publishers still accepting interruptive formats, like floating ads? Shouldn’t they be trying to offer advertisers better targeting options, to increase response rates (and the rate card)? 

So now we are on to my pet subject! Publishers are still accepting them because the commercial model makes sense for them. They are selling their premium inventory at premium rate because their less valuable inventory is being squeezed as a result of the network / blind buy models. 

I don’t begrudge anyone their right to earn a living. However, at some point as an industry we are going to have to take on board the fact that consumers are increasingly choosing the advertising they want to view e.g. PVRs, pop-up blockers, even the content subscription model plays a part. 

We are going to have to start producing adverts that engage the great British public in a positive fashion rather than interrupt them in a negative one, with broadband penetration fuelling the change. 

I don’t believe the death of the overlay is nigh, however I am excited about the day when publishers, creative, media planners and, most importantly, clients are brave enough to rely on the quality of the communications idea rather than the size of the execution to deliver results. 

Is behavioural targeting a reality? What are the issues? Can you shoehorn people into a couple of dozen demographic segments (as seems to be the case at present?), or do we need a couple of hundred? 

The fact that you are targeting people by their behaviour means they shouldn’t be shoe horned into any predefined profile. Each user journey is unique and the Holy Grail is to be very granular in your approach to your customers. 

Behavioural targeting is the natural evolution of direct response advertising and is a great starting point for this. We face technical challenges in all areas of online and this will be no different. Never the less it makes a lot of sense to acknowledge the demise of the traditional ABC1 segmentation and look for something new … why shouldn’t it be user behaviour? 

And finally, who are your favourite thought leaders in internet marketing? (any websites / blogs to recommend?) 

There are hundreds of talented and admirable individuals in this space and E-consultancy has most of them listed on their site, but what can I say… I think www.milliondollarhomepage.com is a work of genius! Don’t you just love the fact that a crackpot idea and a bit of good luck can make you rich? I only wish I’d thought of it myself. 

Caroline was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor. 
 

8. Rand Fishkin (owner, SEOmoz.org) talks about SEO

Rand Fishkin is an SEO consultant based in Seattle. He runs SEOmoz.org, a community web resource dedicated to improving understanding of search optimisation and related subjects. His background spans web design and development, usability and search marketing. 

We featured your excellent Search Engine Ranking Factors study in last week’s newsletter. What prompted you to create such a resource and did any of the results surprise you? 

I created it with the intention of using it as a reference resource with my own clients and the people who e-mail me through SEOmoz. When it became popular and somewhat controversial, I turned to a group of compatriots in SEO to help make the resource more authoritative and valuable. I never imagined it would become what it is, though. 

Humility aside, I believe it to be one of the best documents written on the subject – mostly thanks to the contributions of 12 of the industry’s top people. The version that includes the contributor comments is simply exceptional – I wish that this document had existed years ago when I was getting started in SEO. It puts to rest a lot of the myths that pervade the space and serves as a great example of what group intelligence can achieve. 

The study still values links very highly, yet I have created pages that rank highly on content alone (on new websites). What are your thoughts on links vs content? 

Link popularity is absolutely critical in competitive fields. When attempting to rank for keywords that have 20+ companies all competing for the first page of results, the links you build are going to be more important than the “on-page” factors like keyword use in the title tag and repetition in the body content – anyone can do that. 

However, in non-competitive markets or with sites that are primarily focused on getting the “long tail” (those searches that are only performed 1-2X per month, but make up the bulk of all searches), you can do exceptionally well if you simply keep the site clean, usable and valuable. Anyone can rank a page for “blue pigeon artichokes”, but if only two or three users find your site via that search, it’s not a very valuable #1 ranking. Of course, with 5,000 pages of content, each getting only 1-2X search referrals per month, you can still do remarkably well. 

Is link quality more important than link quantity? 

Absolutely. You can find sites in competitive spaces with 50-100,000 backlinks (as reported by Yahoo!, currently the most authoritative source) ranking 5-10 positions behind sites with only 500-1000 links. 

The difference is not only page quality (in terms of the actual value of content of the linking pages) but also the quality, reputation and trust that the search engines place in the sites that host the linking pages. 50,000 scraper sites or blog comment spam links aren’t equivalent to 10 or 20 high level links from government, educational or news sites. 

You also should consider the value of traffic that’s inherent in links. SEOmoz gets less than 10% of its traffic through search engines, yet receives 500-1000 visitors every day just from referring links. If a link’s sending you traffic, it’s a quality link in my book. 

In terms of SEO, and as at October 2005, PageRank is a dead duck, right? 

Well, I’d say as of around January of 2004 it was more or less dead. PageRank in the Google toolbar or the directory is simply a measure of the global link popularity of a page; nothing more or less. Its accuracy is low because it’s only updated once every 3-6 months. 

PageRank was once important because global link popularity determined so much about a site’s ranking in the search engines, but with more engines concentrating on finding on-topic links, evaluating links based on quality, trust and anchor text and ranking sites with so many other factors, PageRank is largely an SEO relic. 

Do you agree with Mike Grehan’s ‘the rich get richer’ hypothesis, which suggests that top ranked websites will be hard to displace over time? 

It’s a very good hypothesis, and my own experience suggests that he’s right. The sites ranking at the top of the results will continue to get visited more and more. More visits means more natural, incoming links from sites (as those sites’ content creators use search engines to find pages to link to) and therefore, greater numbers of valuable links. 

If you want to beat out an entrenched competitor in a valuable space, you’ll need a lot of link power. 

Many major brands, particularly retailers, remain painfully inadequate when it comes to online marketing, search and e-commerce. Is the window of opportunity closing for latecomers to the web? 

Not yet. My opinion is that there is still 3-5 years left of great opportunity in e-tailing. Launching a brand new website today may prove tougher than it was 2 or 3 years ago, but there’s still an amazing amount of web searchers and buyers to capture. 

I predict that when you see trends showing that e-commerce is up and search volume for goods is down, that’s when you’ll know the market has largely been swallowed and brand loyalty has beaten out shopping via search. At that point, if you’re not in the market already, it will be incredibly hard to enter and succeed. 

Niche websites (especially blogs) are growing in stature and can be highly visible on the search engines. Can you sum up the benefits of niche, from a search perspective? 

The value in a niche operation stems from the appeal of the content created by these niche sites. A blog on dog training can easily become an authority in the sector because its readership is loyal, its links are of high quality and its focus remains steady – these are the types of sites that users want to see when they type in “dog training”, so that’s what search engines want to deliver. 

You can take that idea as far as you’d like – offer content that searchers would give their left arm to find on any topic and if you market it well and use search friendly technology, your audience will come to you. 

How smart do you think the search engines are in recognising related terms / words? 

Incredibly smart when they put their minds to it. The question for many of us in SEO is how much they’re applying that technology now or how long it will be before they do. It’s so simple for search engines, at this point, to construct intelligent ontologies (categorical structures of words and concepts) that function almost like artificial intelligence in the movies. 

For those who are truly interested in how search engines do this, there’s a video of Jeff Dean (a Google engineer) showing/explaining it to a group of Univ. of Washington students. 

Making content pay remains a challenge for many site owners. What should publishers be focusing on to generate revenues / profits / value? 

First, if you offer content in the form of a blog or other niche medium, your value comes from your fans. Building a large base of loyal readers in your market niche should be your first goal. From there, you can monetize that traffic with advertising, although I don’t recommend Google’s AdSense program or others like it. Instead I’d find on-topic, highly relevant ads that will add value to your site. Shoot for ads that are so immersive, they almost become editorial content. Also, never link to advertisers you don’t trust or wouldn’t use – and make it known publicly that your advertisers are companies/people who you would refer to naturally. 

Second, you can build value by providing your own service or products. If you don’t have something definite to sell online, work on developing it. My previous example of the dog training blog could easily write a guide to dog training, combine it with some co-branded products and sell it as a package. The key isn’t just creativity, but learning enough about your demographic so you can serve them. 

We share a mutual mistrust of the term ‘Web 2.0.’ Isn’t this just another clique / craze / collapse-in-waiting? Do web technologies really need to be branded in this manner? 

Yeah, I believe I wrote a post last night that asked, why don’t we just call it "lessons learned from the dot-com crash". I suppose some pandering to this kind of craze is inevitable, but I certainly don’t buy into the idea that everything created on the web needs to conform to it. If you’re going to pander to someone, pander to your customers (or readership), don’t subjugate your ideas to "Web 2.0". 

Who are your favourite thought leaders / bloggers / SEO experts? 

I really like the intelligence and careful thought of Bill Slawski (who goes by bragadocchio), Ian McAnerin and Dan Thies. I’m also a fan of some folks who are trying to cross over from IR (Information Retrieval – the academic side of search) into SEO like Dr. Edel Garcia and Xan Porter, who runs the Search Science blog. 

As far as bloggers go, I read the usual SEO sites every day – Threadwatch, SearchEngineWatch, SEO Book and Search Engine Roundtable. But, I really enjoy some of the niche bloggers like In Search Of Stuff (humour), Patrick Gavin’s Link Building Blog and Todd Malicoat’s Stuntdubl. 

Do you have any advice to clients who are on the lookout for an SEO agency? Questions to ask? Answers that should be setting the alarm bells ringing? 

The value in SEO at this point in the web’s development is ludicrously lopsided in favour of SEO clients (which is OK by me). I’ve seen so many companies who go from a few thousand in sales each month to a few thousand each day after only 6-12 months of working with a competent SEO. At this point, that kind of success is actually the rule, rather than the exception. 

The trick is knowing who to hire and getting yourself and your development team ready to listen and accept the advice. A good place to start is via referrals. If you know a few SEO bloggers or forum posters whose advice you continually look up to, ask them to quote you or refer you. 

If you have no clue of who to trust, you can start here (it’s a list of people I’ve met in person or worked with consistently). I’m familiar with their work, their competence and their professionalism and recommend them without hesitation. You can trust these folks to provide you with, at the least, a good reference. 

Rand was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 

9. David Bowen (founder, Bowen Craggs & Co.) talks about Website Effectiveness

David Bowen works for Bowen Craggs & Co, a website effectiveness consultancy. He founded the London-based publishing and consultancy firm Net Profit in 1996, and his present company in 2002. It specialises in helping organisations understand how they can maximise benefit from their web presence, but does not build sites. 

Clients include BP, Shell, GSK, Unilever, Cadbury-Schweppes and the World Bank. He was industrial editor of the London Independent on Sunday for seven years and has written a twice-monthly column on websites in the Financial Times since 1998. 

You've worked with some major organisations that sometimes have many dozens of websites spread across the globe. Where do you start when trying to join up a global web strategy? 

First we have to talk to the company to understand the culture and organisation. A decentralised group has to take a very different approach from one that can impose its will from the centre. If necessary we will talk to dozens of people. Then we look at the web presence to see how coordinated it is. This involves many hours (sometimes even weeks) of moving round trying to 'reverse engineer' the structure. By doing that, we can then see what needs to be done to make sure it is aligned with the group's needs. 

We nearly always benchmark against direct competitors and also high quality non-competitors to identify strengths and weaknesses. We then make recommendations, though they may well be as much about the way the web is run (ie governance), as much as detail on the presence itself. 

Localisation and taking cultural differences into account are hugely important to global brands. What are your thoughts in this area? 

Again this comes back to governance. You have to balance the ability to let local people get the message right, with the need to keep the central message clear. Also, you have to distinguish between messages you're giving out on the central or country sites, and those that are on dedicated brand sites. The latter can be very heavily localised, while the central/country sites have to be kept aligned with what the group is trying to say. 

The 'journeys' from brand or country sites to the centre also have to be carefully considered. Do you want to make it clear that Blogflip is manufactured by Global Huge Company, or would you rather keep it standalone? It is very important to put yourself into the head of people coming to the Blogflip site; maybe they will be put off by the fact that it belongs to a multinational; on the other hand they may be interested in know what else Global Huge makes, how socially responsible it is, whether it is worth investing in or proposing at a good place to work for offspring. 

Ultimately these decisions have to be made by the company, but it is our job to point out their significance. 

Do you think brands with a global web presence should manage content authorship at a central or local level? What are the key global vs local challenges?

The answer is 'it depends', though there is no doubt that if you can invest in a global CMS, your job will be easier at the centre (though brand sites will tend to be treated separately). 

The issue of foreign languages is interesting. You need to draw up rules about what needs to be in local languages and what does not. It is mostly common sense (it is vital to use local language if you are selling washing machines, less if you are selling aircraft). It is too simplistic to say 'translate everything’. 

The best web operators tend to be nimble organisations that are able to react swiftly to market and technical events. Do you feel that speed-of-change restraints are restricting the larger, multi-site, multi-territory organisations?

If a big company lets local people get on with their sites, they can move rapidly. On the other hand, the web presence will soon devolve into an uncoordinated mass. But if they insist on central control, there will often be a pretty slow reaction (very annoying for people on the ground). Again, the trick is governance - have an organisation that means changes can be made very fast, and formally commit to service levels. 

On the broader issues of technology change, it's a mistake for any company (let alone a giant one) to chase the latest technology, so it's better to watch and wait. 

It is notable that most new corporate sites are deliberately low tech - avoid Flash on the home page, make it accessible and keep it simple. But I do think the spread of broadband means that at some stage we will see companies going 'up-tech' again. 

You've done a lot of work in benchmarking areas such as language / grammar / tone of voice. Why is clear use of English (or another language) so important? 

The same reason as it is in any publication. The trick is often to think of a website as a magazine. Would anyone read it if the cover lines were lifted from the latest press release, or the articles were written in bland 'marketing speak'? 

As far as 'voice' is concerned, most large companies want to be seen as truly international. That means using standard high quality English, which should not vary much between UK, UK, Australia, etc. And try to avoid words like ‘centre’ / ‘center’, which are a giveaway. 

What are your thoughts on corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the web? How should companies use interactive media to promote their CSR initiatives? 

The web is fast becoming the main medium for communicating CSR. That is because CSR issues tend to be so complex that you need the space a website gives to explain them properly. Because it is a new thing, companies are also finding they can get away with producing an electronic CSR report, where they would still shy away from electronic annual reports. 

A problem is that CSR sections tend to be ghettos on the website, full of worthy but frankly not very interesting content. Although there is a need for specific data to be kept separate (eg on emissions), the more the barriers are broken down between CSR and other areas, the better. I'm not just talking about Investor Relations - jobseekers and everyone else should be told what a wonderfully friendly company you are. 

Can you suggest five things to avoid, on pain of death, to the web designers and developers out there?

I don't like to be dogmatic (on some sites, ambiguous links are just the job), but here goes: 

  1) Failing to understand the underlying strategic/tactical needs (and also culture) of the company 
  2) Failing to put yourself into the minds of the different groups of visitors 
  3) Unclear/ambiguous links 
  4) Using technology to show how clever you are (eg most home page Flash) 
  5) The word 'solutions' 

Which websites have impressed you recently? Which companies are ahead of the curve?

Shell.com is very coherent. Boeing.com is not well coordinated, but is unusual in using its site to communicate with workers, ex-workers, retirees (and is breaking down the barriers between internet and intranet). 

BP.com is an amazingly ambitious attempt to roll all sites onto one platform. Astrazeneca.com is one of the best coordinated international web presences I know. 

Which websites have appalled you recently? Which companies are dragging their feet? 

I don't want to muddy my prospects here but GE.com is disappointing - it seems very coherent at the top, but cracks lower down. IMF.org is wildly uncoordinated. Navigation of State.gov (US State Dept) is appalling. 

The fact that a site looks slick at first does not mean it is necessarily slick when you start to use it seriously. The European site, Europa.eu.int, is deeply disliked by the people who have to use it: it is a splintered federation of sites and very hard to move around (note that websites tend to reflect the organisations that own them). 

For those FTSE500 companies yet to adopt the web, can you sum up the key benefits? 

I think nearly all FTSE500 companies have websites, but it is certainly true that many are not taken seriously or properly resourced. 

Key benefits of a good site: 

  1) Save money by cutting the number of people who contact you by phone etc; 
  2) Improve service to different target groups (customers. investors, media, jobseekers) at low cost; 
  3) Provide a good first impression of the company (very important for recruits); 
  4) There is usually potential to increase sales, if not directly then by good marketing; 
  5) Show you take CSR seriously. 

Defensively, you cannot stop people looking at your site, so if you have a poor one, you are shooting yourself in the foot. And if you don't have one at all, people will find other sites that mention you on Google, and are quite possibly rude about you. 

David was interviewed by Chris Lake, Editor, E-consultancy.


10. Ashley Friedlein (CEO, E-consultancy) talks to agency directors

I was recently invited to speak at the Marketing Forum, the leading event for marketing professionals in the UK, and was interested to hear what some of the other digital professionals felt about the levels of understanding in relation to interactive marketing. 

Here is the question I asked (agency replies follow underneath): 

“What was your impression of the levels of understanding and interest in online marketing and e-commerce amongst the senior marketers you talked to at The Marketing Forum? Were you encouraged or disappointed by what you heard?”

As you would expect I felt there were different levels of understanding and interest in online marketing and e-commerce among those I spoke to onboard. 

Most of the marketing directors I spoke to seemed oblivious to the potential of the Internet as a channel to market, unaware how the Internet was being leveraged by their organisation and had vague notions on how the Internet would be employed by their organisation in the future. 

While on the radar, it is very apparent that the internet is not perceived to be part of the strategic mix for these organisations (FTSE 100 among them). Frightening it may be but this also presents opportunities – these organisations will require help in ‘crossing the chasm’ 

Having been with The Usability Company (rebranded as Foviance) for 5 years I had erroneously assumed that the days of educating people about the concept of usability were long gone. While those with ‘online’, ‘Internet’ or ‘E’ in their job title may have grasped the concept it became abundantly clear that marketing directors are unfamiliar with usability. 

There’s no doubt - there is a significant untapped opportunity with this audience. 

Marty Carroll, Director, Foviance 


Online marketing and e-commerce was certainly a key agenda point for most client marketers that we met on board the Oriana; overall it was a mixed bag in terms of the levels of understanding though. 

Some clients displayed a very detailed knowledge of the channel and what was required from it in order to drive their business forward in the next 2-3 years, others however were plainly overawed by the possibility of online and its effect on their tried (or should that be “tired”)-and-tested media strategies. 

Overall though, very encouraging, but let’s not break out the champagne just yet, there’s still a lot of educating to be done. 

Mark Ellis, Business Development Director, Unique Digital 


The level of understanding was quite mixed, some had a clear understanding and indeed some had already implemented an SEO strategy. Others had looked at and received proposals regarding SEO but had not made the plunge, I think due mainly to lack of understanding and also difficulty in proving the case to CEO level. 

I do think almost universally that most now recognised the inevitable need to have an online strategy as part of their overall marketing mix. 

Anonymous (Search Engine Marketing Agency) 


The levels of understanding seemed surprisingly low, but there were lots of agencies onboard so lots of chances to improve their learning - by other meetings or by attending seminars. The focus is still on improving email marketing as opposed to anything more adventurous. 

Interest in digital was high, but still marketers are still unclear on how to integrate offline with online, streamline/segment content, understand user base etc 

Paul Toeman, Commercial Director, Panlogic


We saw two distinct client scenarios. Some clients that have been close to the bleeding edge since the dawn of the internet have acquired digital agency capability specialising in the channels as they have emerged. As a result they have a plethora of disparate agencies covering web, online advertising, media and search and are realising that they aren't getting the synergy they need and the prospect of a full service agency that can offer an end-to-end solution is very appealing even if they don't tap into all the disciplines immediately. 

For the other type of client that, surprisingly, has done very little strategically online to date, it is clear that this is a great time to get everything from a single agency point of contact. 

Many people I met are realising that their existing business models are seriously vulnerable due to issues like the Telephone Preference Service, declining high street footfall, online competition, etc, and are having to catch up with an online strategy pretty quickly. 

It's clear that while just about everyone has dipped their digital toe in some way or another, they now realise that it is mission critical to get it right and are looking for both strategic and executional help with an acquisition to retention strategy and to ensure digital works seamlessly in their marketing mix. 

The marketing forum was a worthwhile investment and a great opportunity to talk face to face with a wide range of client prospects with real business challenges that digital channels can help deliver on. 

Nick Corston, Business Development Director, Agency.com


The message I got, loud and clear, is that senior marketers are now taking interactive marketing very seriously. It’s becoming a core tool in their marketing inventory. 

Significant spend is now being directed from above-the-line budgets to the digital channel. Specific areas of interest were online advertising - especially effective and creative advertising, as well as media planning and buying. 

In addition there was a lot of discussion relating to the ‘full service model’ i.e. one agency to manage their interactive projects across the full gambit of opportunities, such as strategy, creativity, development and online marketing. They are really seeking a ‘one stop shop’ with deep capability in all areas. 

It’s certainly an exciting time to be in the industry, you could feel that when you talked to people. 

Neil Miller, Managing Director, DNA


I was encouraged. Last year the questions were still all about: “Should I do anything online/what’s it all about/why bother”? 

This year things have really moved on. Now it’s about: “What should I do/how much to invest/how can your agency help me”? 

Client marketers are now looking for guidance and advice and trusted partners who can work with them. 

The big shift in budgets to the digital space has still not happened though and that’s the next big thing we’re looking for. 

Michael de Kare-Silver, Managing Director Europe, AKQA


Interviews conducted by Ashley Friedlein. 
11. Gloria Moss (Senior Research Fellow, Glamorgan University Business School) explains Gender and User Experience
Gloria Moss combines a background in HR with a unique understanding of the impact of nationality and gender on graphic, product and web design. She currently holds the position of Senior Research Fellow in the Business School at Glamorgan University, and Visiting Professor at ESG Paris. 

Previously, Gloria has held senior positions at Courtaulds Acetate and Eurotunnel. Her clients have included M&S, BT, Bounty and Corporate Edge.

You’ve recently conducted some research into the importance of gender in web design, which seems to have been pretty much ignored as a subject. What prompted you to conduct such a study?
Several things. For many years, I have been researching men and women’s design aesthetics, examining what I call their production and their preference aesthetics. All of this started about ten years ago when I made the surprise discovery that all the paintings I preferred in an exhibition of paintings by men and women, were in fact produced by women. 

I wanted to get to the bottom of whether this was a chance event, related perhaps to my quirky tastes, or whether this was a more general phenomenon that would apply to other men and women. It did not take long to discover that no one else had published anything on this topic, so the only way to get an answer was to do the research yourself.

I used some pretty rigorous statistical techniques and published the results in papers from 1995 to 2002. These showed that there was strong statistical evidence of differences between the production and preference aesthetics of men and women. My focus up to that point had been graphic and product design, and what the results showed was that - in terms of production aesthetic - there were significant differences in the way men and women used colour, shape, detailing and thematic material. 

In terms of preferences, there was a very significant tendency, statistically speaking, for each sex to prefer designs produced by people of their own sex. I called this phenomenon the ‘self-selecting phenomenon’. 

It made sense to extend the study into the field of web design for two reasons. Firstly, men and women are moving to a position of parity in terms of web usage, and increasing proportions of women are now engaging in e-commerce.  It became essential to understand whether the preferences of men and women in terms of web design were similar or different. As you rightly say, nobody had done this research before.

What methodology did you use? What did you seek to find out?  

The selection of an appropriate methodology has been key in all of this work, and I was very fortunate in the web design work to have Dr Rod Gunn, mathematician and statistician, as co-researcher. We did four things. 

Firstly, we established whether the production aesthetics of men and women in the UK differed and if they did in which ways. Secondly, we looked to see whether these differences across national boundaries, examining websites in France and Poland as well. Thirdly, we measured the aesthetics used in different industry websites, from beauty websites, with a predominantly female target market, to University websites with a market consisting equally of men and women. Last but by no means least, we measured the preference aesthetics of men and women.

It is vital in work of this kind that the statistics are beyond reproach. To guarantee this, we used decent sized samples of students with 30 male and 30 randomly selected female students whose personal websites we rated against 23 criteria. These spanned the three areas of navigation, visual elements and linguistic elements. We repeated this in each of the countries we were interested in, and then used the using the chi-square test of association (with p < 0.05 considered as the threshold for significance) to compare the ratings given to the male and female-originated sites. 

The results? In the UK, 13 out of the 23 features showed up as significantly different between the male and female websites, and twelve emerged as significant when the results of all three countries were pooled. We were fortunate in doing this work with a Polish marketing expert, Krzysztof Kubacki, who analysed the Polish websites. The results showed that the gender differences crossed national borders.

A subsequent step was to measure the extent to which certain industry sector websites used the masculine or female web aesthetic and this was done by rating a random sample of websites against the twelve or so features that emerged as significant, and ascribing them a ‘gender coefficient’. In all cases, the overwhelming majority of websites emerged as being rooted within a masculine design paradigm.

Finally, in order to compare male and female preferences, a mixture of male and female students (67 in all) were asked to rate a number of male and female-produced websites. It was an exciting moment when the results of this test emerged. What they demonstrated was an extremely strong tendency towards own-sex preference, with men rating the male-produced sites much more highly than the females, and vica versa for the females. In statistical terms, in fact, the effect could not have been stronger.

In the offline world we know that men and women shop in different ways, whether zigzagging supermarket aisles or responding to colourful product displays, so it follows that perceptions of web design also differ. What do the genders look for in a good website? 
Quite different things really. Men look for linearity, formality and a not too colourful look while women look for more colour, more informality and less linearity. The language they use is also different, and the sites women create also have more links than the men’s. 

From the evidence of the men and women’s sites across three countries, it is quite clear that men and women part company on many different features! Take a look at our blog and you will see examples of male and female-designed websites.

Your study suggests that male web designers predominantly design for men. Can you elaborate? Do women design for women? Any ideas on the ratio of male to female web designers? Can men learn to design for women, and vice versa? 
People have a tendency to design what they find appealing so in that sense, men will tend to design in the male aesthetic and that will tend to appeal most to men. I have carried out several surveys of the web design industry in the UK, and have consistently found that men constitute about 74-78% of designers.

Can they be taught to design for women? That is a difficult question since it presupposes some understanding of the reasons for the differences. If you assume that the differences are rooted in society and the way that boys and girls are socialised, then you could expect that the differences could in fact be taught. 

If, however, you assume the differences to have some sort of biological origin (which I believe has an influence together with socialisation), then it might be more difficult.

Are web designers being taught to consider gender? If not, then I guess this is a big part of the problem?  

All this work on gender and aesthetics is pretty new, so only the most enterprising colleges will be teaching it. It is important that these findings are passed on to next generation of designers. At the moment, I imagine that the notion of parallel design paradigms is not a hot topic although nothing would give me greater pleasure than to be proved wrong!

The research seems to prove that there is no one-stop shop approach to web design. So presumably you are suggesting that web design needs to begin with a close look at a prospective target audience, as much as anything?  

Absolutely. Our preference tests show clearly that what appeals to one group may be wide of the mark for the other. So, information on the gender constituency of the target market is therefore essential to successful web design. 

Let me give you an example. Women are the main market for Beauty websites and yet the majority of these sites are designed using a male-production aesthetic. Lots of straight line, boxes, serious images and few colours. From a design point of view, they are not having the impact on their target market that they could have.

How important are the visual aspects of a website in driving e-commerce? Is ‘look and feel’ as vital as, say, intuitive navigation? 
The literature emphasises the centrality of non-price mechanisms of differentiation and the fact that the perceived visual attractiveness and content of the website can influence perceptions as to the site’s usefulness, enjoyment, ease-of-use and satisfaction. Relevant factors are likely to relate to technical issues (eg speed of loading), content or form. 

Where the visual element is concerned, graphics is listed as one of ten factors causing dissatisfaction with users in the US and Netherland, leading Human Computer Interaction (HCI) specialists to attempt to understand the elements (visual and content) in web design that are valued and those that currently produce a deficit between expectations and experience. 

There are analogies with traditional retailing where the form and content of store atmospherics has become an established field of research study. There is wide acceptance of the importance of the retail environment and physical form of a product in creating certain effects in buyers. Where products are concerned, research shows that products perceived as pleasurable are preferred and used more often than those not perceived as pleasurable, leading to enhanced purchasing.  

You analysed 300 UK retailers and found that they are very masculine-focused, yet we know that e-commerce is fairly evenly split between men and women. How big is the potential upside, if gender-orientated e-tailers redesigned their sites for men/women? 
The upside is potentially massive. At the moment, the vast majority of websites are employing a single type of aesthetic (the male production aesthetic) and completely ignoring the existence of another type of aesthetic (the female production aesthetic). The same applies in many areas of graphic and product design as well. It is a bit like restricting yourself to a diet of carrots and potatoes. If you didn’t know that apricots and carrots existed, that would be one thing. But once you knew of their existence, you’d be crazy to ignore them wouldn’t you?

Do you have any shining examples of good / bad practice? Have many retailers actually implemented gender-orientated design?  

This is early days, and the vast majority of sites are designed within the paradigm of the male production aesthetic: lots of straight lines, squares and rectangles, serious language and few colours. There are only a few exceptions at the moment using vibrant colours, varied shapes, detail, and a more lighthearted approach. The Accessorize website used to be a good example of this, but I noticed it’s been changed recently. 

For a site like Amazon, which encourages users to log in and promotes personalisation, should it consider tweaking the look and feel on the fly, in accordance with gender?   

User statistics show that just over half the people buying books online in the US are women. Action to introduce a non-masculine element is therefore pretty essential in order to maximise the effectiveness of the site. 

Despite all the talk of cultural differences across Europe, your studies seem to prove that men and women act in a similar fashion whether in Poland, France or the UK. 
Absolutely. We’ve a paper coming out in the International Journal of Applied Marketing that shows this. I had the good fortune of working with a Polish Marketing expert, Krzysztof Kubacki, and he sources and analysed the Polish websites. 

I’ve previously compared persuasive design to one of those kid’s books with multiple choice endings. What are your thoughts on persuasion, and how can design influence the customer journey to achieve business goals?  

That’s a nice analogy. I agree with you that one needs to be humble and put oneself in the shoes of the user. All the research I have done over a ten year period persuades me that the designs people produce are mirror images or X-rays of themselves, and people will respond most positively in the presence of designs that offer them images of themselves. 

Let me explain. There is a whole body of work in the field of Art Therapy and psychology that analyses mood and personality from the colours and shapes that people draw. From this you can perhaps see that people’s graphic productions are X-ray images of themselves. There is even work showing that 9 times out of ten, when asked to draw a person, most people will draw someone of their own gender. What we draw is, in many ways, a version of ourselves.  

When it comes to selecting a design we like, there is a lot of research that tells us that we select something to express ourselves. In design terms, that means that the product must express a language of colours, shapes and themes that is the visual equivalent of the personalities of the target market. 

This is perhaps a new idea to many designers and marketers – that there is a language of graphic expression that can be learned and applied. I have come to perceive this largely because I trained and practised for many years as a Human Resources professional and was fascinated by projective tests. I learned then that art therapists could encode someone’s character from the shapes and colours used in their doodles and paintings. From there to commercial products is just a short step, but one that can radically impact on profitability. I explain all of this in the in-house seminars I run, details of which can be found on our weblog. .

How come you haven’t been stifled by the Politically-Correct Thought Police? 

It is true that there are certain groups who are hostile to arguments about sex differences. You can’t really argue with the facts though can you? And in terms of motivation, it must be said that the notion of difference only stands to empower men and women since it places a premium on having a male and female perspective at senior levels. Only the most antediluvian of companies will rely on a single way of seeing now that there is evidence of a multiplicity of ways of seeing.

Gloria was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor. 
13. Obi Felten (Head of Multi-Channel, Signet Group) talks about Multi-Channel Retail
Obi Felten is Head of Multi-Channel at Signet Group, with responsibility for both the H.Samuel and Ernest Jones websites. She joined Signet from retail consultancy Javelin Group, where she helped multi-channel retailers such as B&Q, BT Shop, Mothercare and Lakeland grow their online sales. 

She experienced the dotcom boom and bust first hand at US online toy pure-play eToys.com, where she was part of the UK launch team and then managed the start-up of the company in Germany. Previously Obi worked as a strategy consultant with financial services companies such as egg and Barclaycard.

Your job title is 'Head of Multi-Channel' - can you define multi-channel retail and explain how you think it fits into 'traditional marketing'? 

Multi-channel is one of those fuzzy terms for which there is no clear definition. To me it means giving the customer a choice of how they would like to interact with H.Samuel as a brand, and providing a great customer experience regardless of whether they walk into our stores, visit the website or pick up the phone. 

Our website is part of the marketing mix alongside TV ads, catalogues, POS etc, but it is also a store, and a customer service channel. I am an online marketer as well as a store manager. The reason my title is ‘multi-channel’ rather than say e-commerce is because we see the websites as an integral part of the business as a whole rather than a standalone channel.

How does your role fit in with the rest of the H Samuel organisation / marketing / e-commerce team? 

The online team sits within the Marketing department and I report into the Marketing Director, but to launch eCommerce I worked with a cross-functional team, including people from buying & merchandising, marketing, retail, warehouse, customer service, IT and finance. I speak to people from every area of the business every day.

H Samuel has a widespread presence in the high street, but what is its web history? 

H.Samuel.co.uk and ErnestJones.co.uk started out as brochure-ware in the late Nineties. Since 2001 they have been comprehensive informational sites displaying current product range, a help section and a store finder. Adding a transactional capability for H.Samuel was the next step. 

You've just launched a transactional e-commerce site for H Samuel. Where did you begin with the project and what are the business goals for the new site? 

Signet has been monitoring the development of eCommerce since the late 1990’s and has consistently taken the view that launching a transactional capability was a question of when not if.  When being dependent on the size of the on-line jewellery market and the commercial viability of the project.  We kicked it off in earnest in January 2005. 

The online store is part of Signet’s overall strategy of making existing space work harder, especially for H.Samuel where we have a store on every high street and little room for physical expansion.

Multichannel marketing seems to be still in the gestation/theory stage. Lots of TV ads fail to include URLs or shortcodes. What's the best way of joining up online and offline marketing? 

Most marketers accept the theory that offline and online marketing should be joined up, in practice it takes time to become consistent. It is easy to forget the URL on a press release, or to replace a multi-channel call to action at the last minute with another product shot on the catalogue back page. 

Our online marketing team works very closely with the offline marketing team on a day to day basis. We are part of the sign-off process, so we see every piece of offline marketing before it goes out to ensure we add in URLs and put tracking in place. On the flipside, our online marketing includes offline calls to action, e.g. a link to the store finder on the bottom of every email.

There remains a lack of commitment to the web among retailers in particular, despite falling offline sales in many cases, and the fact that 20% of sales occur online. Can you sum up the opportunities for high street brands yet to embrace e-commerce? 

Cannibalisation of their high street sales with online sales remains one of the issues for retailers, as does technology and financial viability.  The concern about cannibalisation becomes irrelevant when consumers make their own choices about where and how they shop. 

I went to a US conference recently where all people talked about was how multi-channel customers spend significantly more with a retailer – companies were reporting between 20% and 200% uplifts. The other two factors are common to many business decisions. 

Buying a diamond ring via a website must have some serious customer experience challenges. How do you recreate the offline touchy/feely experience? 

We did not set out to recreate the personal service you get in-store on the website – we’d rather send people to our stores for that, e.g. to have your ring size measured. The H.Samuel site experience is designed to give customers many different ways to shop (by category, brand, material, stone type, setting etc) through truly great navigation and search. I find it amazing how on-site search is still a weakness of many retail sites, when search traffic is growing all the time. 

The other area we focused our efforts on is product content (which drives the navigation) and product images. We photograph most items professionally ourselves, and this is an area where we will continue to invest.

What are you doing in terms of personalisation / segmentation strategies? 

Segmentation/personalisation will always be a challenge for us because of the nature of our products. Purchase frequency is quite low - how often do the men you know buy jewellery for their partner? The gifting element means that people buy very varied things, so it is hard to detect a pattern (you may buy a carriage clock for Aunt Trudy for Christmas, and a cool silver ring for your girlfriend). And some purchases are truly one-off – you are unlikely to want a second engagement ring a year later. 

Therefore our strategy will be based more on asking customers to volunteer data in return for a useful service, and segmentation is likely to be email-based. For example, we have just launched an email Collectors Club where customers can request information about specific brands they collect, this got off to a very successful start.

Capturing the right data remains a key challenge for companies that want to encourage loyalty and repeat visits. Do offline retailers have a natural advantage in this area? What works best? 

Without a store card, it is difficult to track offline transactions, so I actually think online pure plays have an advantage in terms of keeping data capture in one channel only.

Which companies do you most respect for their online presence and why? 

Personally, I use Expedia and Amazon the most. Expedia has a great site experience and lots of content, especially for hotels. I was an early adopter of Amazon and am hooked for life – the site feels familiar, I can almost always find what I need and they deliver when they say they will. 

In terms of multi-channel strategy, I mostly look at US retailers who are once again ahead of us in the UK.  Best Buy and REI have good websites, but have also made real efforts to integrate them into their store operations, e.g. with in-store pickup.

Obi was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 
14. Nick Burne (Internet Marketing, Christian Aid) talks about Online Fundraising
Nick Burne has worked as a freelance web marketing consultant for over three years, specialising in small businesses. He launched MusoFinder.com a year ago and subsequently joined Christian Aid, where he manages internet marketing activities. This is the first time he has worked in the charity sector.

What is your remit at Christian Aid? Where does your department sit in the organisation?  

My role encompasses anything to do with interactive marketing. There is an Interactive Marketing and Fundraising Unit being set up soon, which will sit within the marketing division. We also have a dedicated web unit, which I work closely with. 

Which areas of online marketing deliver the best results for you? What do you focus on?  

Email has been great for us as a marketing and communication tool. We have multiple sites so it made sense for us to invest in a robust, scaleable tool. Returns grow as the size of our lists increases and we continue to refine our methods, to boost open rates and conversions. For example, we have not yet started to personalise emails – this is one area we know will improve email marketing performance when it is implemented. 

In terms of bringing in new supporters, viral microsites have worked well, especially considering they require little marketing themselves. However, they have no guarantee of working well and since there are so many sites out there that we compete with it takes something really original and inventive to take off.

How does organic search compare with paid-search, in terms of delivering quality traffic? Do you use paid-search all year round or for specific campaigns? Can you sum up the benefits of search marketing for fundraising? 

Over 55% of the traffic we get to our corporate site comes from natural search. Luckily, our corporate site is an old beast that is highly indexed by all the major search engines. Google loves it because it is updated everyday and has lots of inbound links. 

The strength of paid-search is being able to compete on key terms immediately. We use certain generic and brand search terms all year round and also run specific campaigns at specific times (i.e. during an emergency). This is where paid-search becomes invaluable. You can compete on key terms very quickly before you have a hope of achieving top natural rankings. 

The term ‘tsunami’ is a good example of a keyword we were not indexed for naturally when it happened. Paid-search allowed us to be visible for this term instantly. However, it is important not to ignore natural search for these key terms as you could find you get indexed highly in a matter of days.

We've talked before about the role of search as a signpost, which means visibility is essential. Yet wider branding campaigns might well trigger a search (something has to), so how do you possibly track this? What is offline/online marketing's effect on search?  

This is something interests and frustrates me! A significant amount of Christian Aid's marketing is above the line. This means that when people visit our sites via a search engine we shouldn’t necessarily be attributing that to ‘search’. 

So how can we measure this accurately? Of course you can ask people where they have come from, but it’s never 100% clear (especially if you ask if they came from a search engine!). Some people use different URLs to track offline marketing but for me this will never be accurate. Most people will type a brand into a search engine before they type a URL into the address bar in their browser. It is common for people even type the full URL into the search engine.

Joining up online and offline marketing efforts is a real challenge, albeit one that's probably made more difficult through a lack of planning. How important is it to step back and see the big picture? What are the fundamentals of integrated marketing? 

It is very difficult, especially in an organisation like Christian Aid, which has lots of different audiences. We have different departments creating different designs for the same key moment all the time and this makes it hugely difficult for us online. 

In my experience the key things are having a cohesive design, message and brand. The only way this happens is if everyone is on the same page at the beginning. If more than one agency is involved, one has to take creative lead. Otherwise you are in danger of having a URL on an advert and people visiting that URL thinking they have gone to the wrong site. It sounds funny but I see it all the time.

What percentage of visitors convert / donate immediately? 

I would love to know this! We are currently redesigning our corporate site and conversion tracking is a top priority. No doubt it depends on the site, marketing campaign and appeal. 

What other online marketing tools and techniques do you employ to boost fundraising, over the long-term? 

Email segmentation is something we are working on. Sending out different emails to different people based on what we know about them. 

For example, we may send an email during an emergency appeal to those people who have donated to previous appeals and separate one to those that haven’t donated before. You can go into ridiculous detail but it is important to keep it simple. Another thing we are looking at is tracking. By knowing how people donate online we can improve conversions.

Have you experimented with viral marketing? What do you think constitutes a viral campaign? 

Christian Aid has actually done some award winning viral sites. Lifeswitch.org was nominated for a Bafta and won a Gold Cyber Lion. More recently MailOrderChickens.org won a Bronze Cyber Lion. 

We have found viral marketing to be a very cost effective way to reach new audiences. However, I do think the concept of viral is being stretched. Does a ‘send to a friend’ button on an interesting website constitute viral? To me a truly viral site is one the spreads exponentially because it gives the end user incentive to pass it on. This could be because it has a unique concept, or maybe it is simply a promotion of some kind.

Does Christian Aid have an affiliate marketing strategy? What do you think are the potential risks and rewards for a charity? 

I have actually just finished writing a brief for an affiliate program for a new catalogue we are launching this side of Christmas. The main risk for us is that we need to have control over the sites that become our affiliates. Imagine the scenario if Christian Aid advertising was to appear on an adult site, for example. 

There is also a risk in how people perceive affiliate marketing. Supporters may not be happy if they know a percentage of their purchase/donation is going to a third party. However, if you think about it, a CPA model is far better than outlaying large fixed sums for TV and press advertising. The rewards are the fact that it’s low-risk (financially) and has potentially excellent ROI.

Do you use agencies? If so what for? Are some marketing functions better managed in-house, than outsourced? 

We use agencies regularly for big projects but at the moment we handle paid-search and email in-house. I think it is a question of budget and control. Paid-search and email are functions that have to be performed month-in month-out so it makes sense to do these in-house. Creating a unique viral micro site however, is something that we would use an agency for.

Does mobile marketing play a part in fundraising these days, or is it too early / too dangerous / too expensive? 

It is definitely too early but I don’t think it will take long for SMS to become a serious channel for spontaneous cash donations. It’s just so accessible. We used SMS response on a marketing campaign (it was not for fundraising) earlier this year with very positive results. 

However, when it comes to fundraising the networks have still not offered NGOs a good enough deal. The costs of processing £5 online compared to £5 through a mobile network are incomparable. As soon as the mobile networks sort it out I’m sure there will be large take up. People just don’t want to think that all the money is going to the phone companies.

Which emerging technologies excite you as a marketer / consumer? 

I love the map and satellite technology that is coming out and I thought Google Earth was very cool. In the future you will be able watch your pizza delivery or taxi driving to your house and zoom in on a crisis area in Africa top see what’s going on. It paints an idea of a very voyeuristic upside down world but it has big implications for everyone including charities. The use of APIs will change how we can implement all this technology.

Nick was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor. 
15. Alan Webb (CEO, ABAKUS Internet Marketing) discusses SEO
Alan Webb is CEO of ABAKUS Internet Marketing, one of Germany’s leading search engine optimisation(SEO) companies. Alan moderates at SEOChat.com, is a speaker at SES conferences and is the owner of Germany’s largest and most popular SEO resource. 

His site is also in English with a 15 page SEO basics tutorial and popular SEO Blog and some great online tools. More than all that, though, Alan is actually E-consutlancy's SEO consultant, so if you've ever noticed us topping the search results, Alan's the man behind it. And we reckon he knows his stuff.

When and why did you become interested in search engine marketing?
I got bitten by the SEO bug way back in around 1999. I had a passion for the board game Backgammon and was at the same time learning HTML. I combined the two and built my first ever website which was a backgammon resource. My pride and joy however got no traffic as it wasn’t found on the search engines. 

The only resource available in those days was Danny Sullivan’s searchenginewatch.com which was duly studied and the many useful tips and advice were implemented. That’s where it basically all started. 

Eventually having carried out many tests and tweaks of my own I was top for ‘Backgammon’ on Altavista and Yahoo (Google wasn’t what it is today back then) and thought to myself: “that was fun, let me try and do the same for my company website”.

And that was that really that. I formed ABAKUS Internet Marketing in 2002 and am still fascinated with this profession as it constantly changes 

Search engines influence 40% of all retail sales, according to the IMRG, with 20% of retail sales taking place online. Yet many retailers are still failing to embrace the internet. Where would you start with a new client without any significant online presence? 

There is a general 3-4 phase workflow that we have with clients. First of all you need to establish the goal of the website. Is it for branding, sales, lead generation, newsletter subscription? A consultation period with the client to establish what the site is all about and its aim is crucial to what I consider the most important phase which is the keyword (search term) research. 

This in itself isn’t as straightforward as you might think. Most businesses have their own ‘company speak’ and are sometimes ignorant as to what a layman might type into the Google search box. 

There is also the factor of competitiveness. Does a brand new insurance brokerage with a new website target the term ‘insurance’? If they are wise, then from the outset they wouldn’t. They would target a 2-3 word phrase which is less competitive. 

After keyword research there is the phase which makes sure all pages can be easily spidered and indexed. Session ids may have to be killed, mod_rewrite may be necessary, internal link structure optimised etc. 

Then we have the on-page optimisation phase which includes title tag formulation, body text, anchor text in internal links and many other factors. After that there is the link-building phase which is the most difficult but in my experience most important of all. There then follows the need for patience and a reporting phase. 

You always need full cooperation by not just the technical departments but also the marketing and editorial departments as well.

What are the most important elements of onsite optimisation? 

In the following order I’d say: 

1. Title tag 

2. Internal link text 

3. Keywords in body text and matching to title tag (specific keyword density is yesterday’s SEO). 

And what seem to be the crucial factors for offsite search optimisation, e.g. link-building? 

Offpage optimisation has to be responsible for at least 75% of the ranking criteria for Google in my opinion. The key here is to understand there is a difference between link popularity and what I call domain popularity. 

Link popularity is the amount of total inbound links a site is receiving, whereas domain popularity is the amount of different domains (on separate IP ‘C’ blocks) that link to your site. There can be a big difference. You could have 5000 links from one domain in the footer area (sitewide links). However, this is nowhere near as beneficial as having 5000 links and each link is from a different domain. 

In my experience many inbound links from different domains, preferably on the same theme, works best although at least for now you can still rank top through what is known as Google bombing from unrelated sites (check out “Miserable Failure”, or “click here” in Google for the evidence). 

Link text, natural link growth, links from related sites, links from ‘sites with reputation’ such as major news sites (NOT to be confused with high Pagerank sites but normally the case anyway) are really what counts for at least 75% of a site's rankings.

You say that links play a key role in boosting search rankings, but what makes a link a good link? Do you have any tips to help marketers with their link-building campaigns? 
A good link should come from a site of the same or similarly related theme. The link should be surrounded by normal text (not one footer link amongst 5 others). It should be on a site that does not have a great deal of other external links (such as a link farm), ideally a site with a good reputation and one that is considered an authority in its field. 

This is why the links from DMOZ are so good - not because Google gives it any extra weight but because it meets many of these criteria. It is an authority site, it gives links on category based pages so they are thematic, the links are followed by a description that includes the keyword etc. 

The best way to get links is to develop unique useful content and to invest a significant amount of time researching where you can obtain free links from good pages (such as small thematic directories and resource sites). This can be done by using a search engine and typing in for example “<keyword> directory” or “<keyword> resources” or even “<keyword> +add url” for potential places to place links. 

Buying links and link brokering has become an industry now and more often than not top rankings can be in essence, but not literally, bought, if the website owner is willing to spend enough on link purchase (sad but true).

What do you think have been the key developments on the two main search engines (Google and Yahoo) over the past 12-18 months? 

In my opinion they have focused too much on ‘extras’ such as ‘Google Maps’, ‘Google Mail / Talk’  and not enough actually on search and improving results. Google seems to be going headlong down the portal route, a direction that Altavista and Yahoo went down just before they lost the search market to Google (not a coincidence). Google needs to sort out its priorities as the search engine is still very easy to manipulate with for example blog comment spam, Google bombing, purchased links etc. 

As useful and fun as the latest developments in Google and Yahoo are, I still think they should have put more of their accumulated PHD power into improving search rather than trying to be everything to everybody. Having said that, and as far as search is concerned, Google is going towards latent semantic indexing (only giving weight to links of the same theme, as only Teoma.com is doing right now). They are not there yet though and it may take a while. 

Over the last year or so Google has focused much more on off-page optimization and have developed many spam filters, some of which have caught quality sites, and are mostly link manipulation based. Google is ahead of the competition as far as combating spam is concerned, but they have to be careful they don’t boot out too many quality sites inadvertently with their many filters. 

Frankly, I can’t comment much on Yahoo! as being in the German market they have such little market share (Google has 81% of the search market in Germany)  I don’t tend to follow them too much. I do know that they still have a spam problem and their algorithm is much easier to understand as an SEO (as is MSN’s) than that of Google.

Where do you think search is going? Local search? Vertical search? Mobile search? 
Search is going much more personalised and local. Mobile search will be important within the next year or two, especially with the growth rate of mobile phones with UMTS/browser capability.

Local search is more complex as most users tend to search for information where the location of the content isn’t important. I believe local search has been overly-hyped. 

What we will see is search being much more integrated with our desktop, which is already happening with Google Desktop and you can bet that the new Microsoft Windows versions will incorporate a search box in just about everything (to promote the now not-so-new MSN Search). There is also going to be much more semantic matching in the results. 

What do you make of PageRank? My thinking is that while it is still indicative of something, Google may have greatly reduced the weighting applied to PageRank. Do you agree, or do you feel that it remains a key goal to attract links from sites with PR6 or higher? 

I’m not convinced PageRank ever had any weighting! I’m pretty certain it has zero, to very little weighting, today. It may help get new content spidered quicker or deeper, but otherwise I wouldn’t lose sleep if they ditched the PageRank green bar tomorrow. 

I would personally rather have three PageRank 2 links than one PageRank 6. It does depend if the links are on sites of the same theme. Normally, a high PageRank site has reputation due to the number of links from different domains it has, so very often a high Pagerank site from the same theme is worth a fair amount, but not because it is simply a Pagerank 6 but because it has reputation or is an authority on its theme. 

The high value of high PageRank links is a perpetuating a myth that Mike Grehan, other professional search experts and me, have been trying to explode for months at speaking engagements. 

Which sectors are the most competitive in terms of search? 

It depends on the country and language you are targeting. In Germany it tends to be adult, insurance and travel booking sites. In English speaking nations it tends to be casino, adult, travel booking and credit sites.

Recent research released by E-consultancy (Managing An E-commerce Team) shows that 5% of companies don't do any kind of organic search marketing and 25% don't bother with PPC. Is this commercial suicide? Should every business have a search strategy? 

Well, online marketing should in my opinion be part of every marketing manager’s strategy. Even if you do not sell anything yourself you can garner international partners, branding and a host of other benefits from being visible in search engines.

I cannot think of one sector of business that could not benefit in some small way from having an internet presence that ranks well for their keywords and keyphrases. 

What annoys me somewhat is that there is not enough coverage in the internet and general press. What coverage there is focuses on the negatives (spammers) and not what a professional campaign can actually achieve in traffic and new business. 

Even the marketing industry press has only recently discovered that there is an alternative to banner advertisement and print advertising. Quite sad considering SEO has been around for many years now. 


Alan was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 
16. Jeremy Tapp (co-founder, Magicalia) talks about Online Publishing
Jeremy Tapp is co-founder and co-managing director of Magicalia. Magicalia is one of the UK's leading online publishing groups. The company owns a portfolio of market-leading own brand sites in special interest markets including babies, fishing, cycling, golf and hi-fi and publishes community websites for magazine publishing clients. 

Magicalia also operates an e-commerce platform for specialist retail clients that integrates fully with Magicalia's published websites.

As an online publisher and e-commerce platform provider you must be seeing some interesting trends from both sides of the coin. Can you give us an overview of how publishing and e-commerce fit together? 
We publish 10 magazine community sites which bring together large audiences of readers passionate about their hobby or interest, be that cycling, golf, parenting, hi-fi, gadgets etc. The sites are supported by advertising which often comes from specialist retailers in those markets. 

About 3 years ago we found that the state of those retailers’ sites was restricting our ability to charge increased ad rates (for the most part the sites were pretty ropey). The retailers could neither track, nor convert the visitors we were sending into profitable levels of sales. That’s why we got into the game of building decent, high conversion e-commerce websites.

So we do see both sides of the coin, on the one hand we can follow the flow of readers through our review sites out the door to the retailer, then on the other hand we work with the retailers to optimise their sites to convert those readers into customers.

We integrate the entire stocklist of our e-commerce clients (and other retailers) into the community sites as well as displaying the stock on their own site. That allows reader reviews to be integrated together and published in both sites. It also allows one-to-one linking of products from the editorial / review environment, directly to the retailer’s product pages.

Presumably publishers have a good chance of forging long-term bonds with their community, to encourage loyalty and retention? What needs to be in place to do this? 
Absolutely. We use a wide variety of community tools to engage with our audience. But it goes deeper than this – right to your attitude towards your readers. 

We firmly believe that our readers know more than we do about the multitude of nooks and crannies of the topics in our markets (and we employ editorial teams who live for their hobbies). 

We see our role as providing high quality editorial to stimulate debate and draw readers in, but from there we’re doing everything we can to empower our readers to get down to the business of helping each other out with interesting advice, organising real world meets, writing for the site etc. 

Unless you genuinely believe that your readers have more to offer than you do, building loyalty online will always be elusive.

So community publishing is a good way of engendering trust and building relationships. How then do you go about optimising commercial opportunities and revenue streams, once you have that user base in place? 
It may sound trite, but we don’t worry too much about that. We have a range of commercial advertising products, but my point is simply that once you have assembled a thriving community of passionate readers, the commercial success follows very naturally off the back of this.

What tools and techniques do you use to market offers to communities? Do you make things personal? 
We offer all sorts of interactive tools: forums, blogs, user photo galleries, structured reader reviews, semi-structured forums (ie forums available both in folders of loosely related topics, but also connected and sorted intelligently into specific manufacturer brands, product types and even individual product discussions). 

We also offer numerous competitions / surveys and on many of our sites, we have reader test teams, and site columnists from within the readership.

Customer acquisition costs are on the increase in many areas, especially via paid-search channels, and the growing noise of the web is making it harder for companies to maintain visibility. How can a news website play a part? 
The web is just coming of age really. Google Adwords and its competitors proved that if you float an advertising market and make the entry point completely accessible “traffic buyers” will set the market price at fair levels. Prices probably over-shot in a few areas, but on the whole it’s just a process of maturing online customer acquisition costs coming up to meet the costs in traditional offline channels. 

Paid search has been great for us – it has legitimised and accelerated online advertising in the minds of marketers in small to medium sized enterprises.

News and community sites play a part in the online media mix just as magazines play their part in offline advertising. By gathering together readers on like minded topics, and bringing them interesting content, we create an environment which is attractive to retailers and brands in those markets. 

Any examples of great publishing activities / spin-offs by predominantly commerce-focused organisations? 
The really interesting thing that we are seeing happening in e-commerce at the moment is the disintegration of the retailer’s own site as the main shop window for their products. 

Smart retailers are now “publishing” their product catalogues (by XML, RSS and the likes) across many fields: product comparison sites, price comparison engines, affiliate networks, consumer review / community sites like our own, Froogle, search engines, even RSS news readers.

Retailers who are focused on building their own publishing operations are (in our view, but we would say this) largely misguided. Customers don’t trust reviews written by retailers as they don’t think they’re independent – which of course they’re often not. Their site visitors are normally on site to buy, not to write reviews (and we don’t buy the standalone customer review model either, unless you have scale like Amazon…).

Retailers in the offline world don’t launch magazines – the economics don’t work out. And magazine publishers in the offline world don’t launch shops to compete with their advertising customer base – no one would dream of it. Yet the arrival of the internet seemed to confuse this whole issue. 

Retailers who have always envied magazines took it as their chance to launch a magazine/community site. And the magazine companies that have always envied retailers thought it was their excuse to launch a shop. Thankfully this practise has mostly subsided now. 

The internet changes lots of things for sure, but in many other ways nothing has really changed.

How can publishers get around the issue of users being in ‘browse mode’, rather than ‘search mode’? Isn’t this damaging conversion rates? 
I think there’s a place for both worlds: some readers are using search engines to idly browse for interesting stuff on a topic, whilst others are using them for a piercing product search: “I want it now”. 

Some readers who hang out on our magazine sites will use the site for specific “I want the best pushchair now” type search, while others are just browsing around every day and may buy something from a retailer from time to time, when the need arises.

Do affiliate sites that use PPC and landing pages act as better signposts – and convert better - than news-driven affiliate sites? Any suggestions to help news publishers get the most out of commercial partnerships? 
By working with our retail clients and analysing their conversion stats, we’ve noticed some interesting patterns. Traffic coming off the general ads on our homepages generates a typical conversion rate of say around 1 – 2%. 

Yet traffic coming in from a deeper page within our site, say an editorial review of a product, or, better still, a specific product review page link, generates far higher conversion rates – often as high as 8 – 15%. 

This is probably due to the level of commitment, the pre-education about the product, and the direct links to product specific landing pages.

The traditional publishing industry has turned up unfashionably late to the internet ball, and many magazines and newspapers have yet to arrive. How will established online publishing brands fare as the old timers enter the market? 
I’m sure it will be mixed. For the most part the sites we’ve seen produced by offline publishers take a different, more traditional approach to online publishing. There is plenty of space for both approaches.

We also work with offline publishers like NatMags, Future Publishing, Circle Publishing and Earthscan to produce sites such as Runner’s World, Digital Camera Magazine, Renewable Energy World and Dive Magazine. Where magazine groups are looking to take an interactive approach building community with their readership, we’re keen to assist.

Can you give us an overview of your web measurement strategy? How and why do you track user behaviour? 

Reliable web tracking and metrics seems to be a real mine field. We’ve tested several well known (audited) systems and they produce widely differing results which is alarming. 

We’re also very focused on internal “application level” metrics – like registered users, recency of membership visits, user generated content submission rates, more than overall metrics like pages or user-sessions, as these are a secondary reflection of brand loyalty and can be skewed by bad site design. 

So long as your core metrics are headed in the right direction the rest will look after itself.

And analytics can play a role in helping you improve the design and flow of your website, by highlighting dropout areas and so on… right? Have you made improvements to the Magicalia platform as a result of this sort of insight? 
Absolutely. We’re especially active on our e-commerce platform on this front. The relatively simple process flow on an e-commerce site lends itself to optimisation more readily than complex publishing sites with less clear objective paths.

On our publishing sites, we do use some site tracking tools (and indeed some of our clients have bought into enterprise grade packages which yield some nice insights). But it’s often easier to get more reliable process flow tweaks by listening to our readers, or even applying the acid “my mother” usability test.

So you would agree that a website is never finished, never complete, but an iterative process that evolves over time, adapting to user behaviour and commercial goals? 
Yes. That pretty much sums up our methodology.

Maybe this – along with search visibility and an established user base - helps explain why traditional publishers are in acquisitive mode, rather than online start-up mode for offline publications? 
Perhaps. We’ve certainly seen interest from several fronts. Trinity Mirror and DMGT have also shown an interesting lead in this area too.

What’s the future for rich media content in publishing, such as podcasts, video and audio? 
We’re starting to see the edge of that coming in – and we certainly watch emerging trends carefully – but you have to be careful to separate hype from commercial imperative.

Can you share a few tips for the new breed of internet entrepreneur? 
Nothing in particular, as I don’t think much has changed. We’ve always tried to keep realistic revenue expectations, a strong focus on sales, good teamwork, hard graft, low costs and a steady approach.

Jeremy was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 
17. Victor Chandler (chairman, Victor Chandler International) discusses Online Gaming
Victor Chandler is chairman of Victor Chandler International, a multichannel gambling company based in Gibraltar since 1999. The group's online operations include a sportsbook, poker rooms and a casino. 

Victor Chandler International was the official bookmaker to the 2002 Ryder Cup and has in the past acted as the official sponsor to golf's European Tour and several major tournaments. 

When did you take an interest in the internet? What were your first online steps? Where are you at right now?

It was while working on the racecourse in the late 1990s that I noticed two important trends. 

The first was the growing number of clients who wished to strike large bets on football. The punitive tax on horse racing bets was also proving a significant factor for my larger staking clients. With the new technologies beginning to come on stream, I realised that there was a huge potential to grow the business and by taking it offshore, I could offer tax-free betting and invest in new technology at the same time. 

The whole operation in Gibraltar is underpinned by a technological infrastructure that has cost well in excess of $18m. Our cutting edge systems enable us to operate 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year and we have the added advantage that everything has been developed and built in-house. 

What excites you about digital media in 2005? What do you see on the horizon?

Digital media for Victor Chandler is not simply about advertising it’s about PR too. Running optimised press releases on wire services that feed Yahoo, MSN & Google News is an easy search optimisation win and it’s a pretty new, untapped and exciting area that we can stand out in. 

Do you use the web primarily as a platform for customer acquisition? Does Victor Chandler also use digital tools to retain and grow customers, and if so, what kind of tools?

Web marketing represents at least 40% of the marketing mix for acquisition. We use PPC search, 3rd party affiliates and CPA deals to recruit. We also work hard on organic SEO for customer acquisition. 

We have a number of tools for retention and reactivation including email marketing, onsite messaging, site tracking and research. One of our main areas of focus is testing and evaluating the response rates and performance of all our marketing activity. 

Gaming firms aren't allowed to advertise on Google Adwords, so I guess organic search optimisation is a big area of focus for you? What do you make of the Adwords ban? 

My search team tell me that as well as banning gambling keywords - which also hits affiliate PPC plans - the constant algorithm changes affect our natural search strategy too. Going forward, we will continue to test targeted search for high conversion clicks and broader terms for traffic. 

The upside is that we have been concentrating on rolling out a comprehensive natural search marketing programme that we run in-house. 

How much success have you had from your affiliate marketing campaigns? Taking a widescreen view, would you say affiliates have performed above or below expectations?

Affiliates account for about 20-25% of the recruitment business. 

We track new customers as well as those returning from our affiliates too. Retention is key and we are continuously improving our tracking and rewarding mechanic to third parties via customer lifetime value. We do not simply pay our affiliates based on sales, clicks, conversion and commission alone. We continue to evaluate the results of our affiliates. 

Portal deals also rank well for us and bring us traffic. Reward sites deliver a constant stream of loyalty clients (who receive points as incentives) but these customers tend to be very promiscuous as they receive dozens of casino offers from different brands every day. 

The specialist gaming affiliates (providing content focused solely on gambling) deliver in terms of high rollers, continuity and reliability. We make sure that these partners are well looked after and entertained. It’s a two way relationship and we are aware that fresh copy and content are vital to keep customers interested. 

We hear a lot about customer lifetime value by channel? What are your thoughts on this? How does online advertising compare with offline, in terms of customer loyalty? 

Integrated campaigns can work really well, giving maximum exposure and reaching a wider audience but it’s more difficult to track results specifically by channel. 

In terms of developing customer loyalty, the key is to build up a relationship with customers and understand their behaviour and meet their needs. Providing customers with the best possible experience, the best levels of service and value is at the heart of everything we do at Victor Chandler. 

You're based in Gibraltar. What are the main reasons for this? Would you return to the UK if the tax situation became more favourable?

In 1998 Gibraltar only had a handful of gaming operators. Since then the industry has developed beyond recognition and now Gibraltar houses many of the major egaming companies such as Party Gaming, Cassava, Carmen Media, 32red and VC. 

The arrival of so many high profile businesses, and in particular their desire to list on the open market, has resulted in necessity to evolve a more regulated market. While recognising the need for a more regulated framework to online gaming, Gibraltar is still trying to ensure a flexible approach to this. 

The Gibraltar Government has been very receptive to the betting industry and in 1998 when Victor Chandler made the revolutionary move to Gibraltar the government handled it in a controlled and practical way. Gibraltar has always taken a pragmatic approach to online gaming and provides a tax efficient jurisdiction to operate from. With the influx of online gaming operators the infrastructure of the territory has been improved and it now offers a well educated and well trained work force for online gaming. 

It is still too early to predict how exactly the EU ruling will effect tax exempt companies within Gibraltar, however VC feels confident that the Gibraltar Government will handle it in such a fashion that egaming companies are not at a significant disadvantage. 

Online poker has made all kinds of news headlines over the past 18 months. How is your own poker strategy coming along? Are you at all surprised at the growth, and has it reached a plateau? 

The phenomenal growth seen in the online poker market is the result of many positive trends converging to produce what’s been described as a “perfect storm”. Increased media coverage – particularly on TV – has played a major part in taking the game to a new, wider market, while also bestowing on the game a high degree of credibility. 

This increase in TV coverage, coupled with the sheer accessibility of the game online, helped to create a virtuous circle. People watch the game on TV, become inspired and play online. Similarly, people play online and develop an appetite for televised poker, hence closing the loop. 

There are also other factors, most notably increasing internet penetration (particularly increasing broadband penetration) coupled with greater willingness to spend online. The rapid expansion and the sense of optimism within the online poker market has led to many parallels being drawn with the dot.com boom of the late nineties. 

You also need to remember that while some of the stock market valuations seem astronomical, they’re not solely based on airy-fairy future earnings projections – they’re already generating very significant revenues and profits. 

While there are a number of threats to the poker market, I don’t think that we’ll see any significant problems in the foreseeable future. 

Victor Chandler is a real multichannel business, with high street shops, telephone and online operations. How joined-up is your marketing and CRM strategy, across all these channels? Do you get the 'single customer view'?

We have one customer view for telephone, online sportsbook and more recently casino. We are working on a project to integrate our remaining data into our CRM Data Warehouse which will give us a holistic view of customer behaviour across our range of products. 

We're seeing a bit more M&A activity of late. Is Victor Chandler in acquisitive mode? Or have you been approached with regards to a merger or sale? 

We are concentrating on growing and developing our existing business on a reactivation and retention basis. The UK online sportsbook market is now a relatively saturated space with only a few new gamblers coming online. The existing operators need to fight hard for customers. 

However continued growth in the overall UK online gaming market is being sustained by the addition of new products such as fixed odds betting games and poker. 

The real growth opportunities lie in opening new markets which have been slow in embracing online gaming. In Europe, both Italy and Spain are large markets with a history of gambling and the trick will be to change consumer habits in those territories. In addition Scandinavia, Turkey and Greece have proved good markets but they are both relatively saturated. 

The Far East will also provide a huge opportunity although operators must ensure they are offering the right product for that market. 

What's in store for the next 12 months at Victor Chandler? 

We are a marketing driven company. Each of our products has brand managers and territory managers. 

Poker has been one of our major growth products over the past two years. Indeed, we were probably the first UK operation to introduce multi –player poker. Our poker marketing strategy has evolved from press advertising to major TV tournament sponsorship, whilst our strategy for sportsbook is more focused around the sporting calendar. 

The common thread across all our marketing is to build upon our reputation as providing the best in customer experience, service and value in each of the gaming arenas in which we operate. 

The actual implementation is independent on what we are permitted to do under the specific regulations for each product in each territory, as well as what appeals to our customer base.

Victor was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 

18. Nick Jones (Category Services Director, Overture) talks about Paid Search

As Category Services Director, Nick Jones is responsible for developing all vertical categories across Overture in the UK, including Travel, Retail, Automotive, IT & Telecoms, Property, Finance and Recruitment. Nick is also directly responsible for the Travel sector. Nick has spoken at numerous conferences and seminars, including Internet World and travel industry events. 

Prior to joining Overture, Nick obtained some early e-commerce experience at Corbis, the stock photography company. He holds a Masters degree in Modern History from Glasgow University.

*** Special Overture offer for E-consultancy newsletter readers: click here for a free £50 to help kickstart your paid-search campaign on Overture (for new accounts only) ***

How has search marketing evolved over the past five years? 

Paid search now accounts for 40% of online ad spend in the UK – given the fact that the model didn’t even exist in Europe five years ago, you can see that search marketing has been a growth phenomenon...

Compared to the start of search marketing five years ago, there are now many different sponsored search products to help advertisers, for example contextual advertising, mobile search and local search. 

In addition, tracking tools have become more and more sophisticated by default – advertisers are now wiser to the fact that they need to track their clicks through to conversion if they are to get the most from their sponsored search campaigns. 

Increasingly, search marketers are looking at the use of search marketing for branding purposes and to drive purchases offline - marketers now appear to be taking a more holistic view of search. 

What are the main opportunities offered by paid-search? How should paid listings be used in conjunction with organic listings? 

In a nutshell, sponsored search is a highly targeted form of marketing. Targets are not ‘cold prospects’ – they are people who are already searching for what you can offer, so the lead is more likely to convert to a sale than most other forms of marketing. 

Contrary to other types of advertising, there are no significant costs up front in terms of media buying or creative costs. With prices starting from as little as 10p each, advertisers ‘bid’ on search terms relevant to their business and are then listed in order of bid price in the search results on major websites and portals. The advertiser then only pays the bid price once a prospect actually clicks through to their website. 

It can take a while for an organic search campaign to come to fruition, so SEMs often advise clients to use paid listings at the beginning of any SEO campaign to ‘kick-start’ it. Due to the near-immediate nature of sponsored search, it can often be used to test consumer reactions to a new strategy or new product line for example. 

Recent E-consultancy research suggests about 1 in three FTSE 500 marketers don’t bother with paid-search. Probably higher still with SMEs right now. Which types of sectors/companies have yet to adopt paid-search as an acquisition channel?

Some sectors have been slow on the uptake – however we are now starting to see growth in the Automotive, Property, Recruitment and Entertainment sectors. 

We’ve found a few sectors which are slower still – FMCG retail is a good example of a sector that is still not taking advantage of paid search as a marketing medium. 

Are there any rules of thumb for newcomers? Where should you begin?

First of all, it is imperative to set your campaign goals and objectives. Are you looking to sell something online, capture customer data or provide information for an offline sale? If seasonal demand affects your business, think about the times of year when people are most likely to be searching for your business and adapt your budgets and search terms accordingly. 

Next, try to understand your target audience and how they search. Overture has tools to help you do this, which you can find in the ‘Advertiser Centre’ at www.uk.overture.com. 

Choose a variety of relevant search terms - Keyword Assistant is a free tool that allows you to see terms that are related to each other and how many times people searched for them in the last month (see above for link). 

Remember that some of the highest conversion rates come from the less popular - but more specific - terms. 

What about tips and tricks for the more mature adopters of paid-search? How can you better optimise campaigns?

Where possible, include the search term in either your title and description (ideally in both) – our research shows that including the search term in your titles and descriptions can generate a 50% higher click-through rate. 

Also, don't be 'salesy' - be honest and factual in your descriptions, this is what attracts consumers. Do not use superlatives – saying you’re the best doesn’t provide the most relevant information for the user. If you really are the best, back it up with relevant evidence on your site. 

Landing site optimisation is a crucial factor in converting clicks to sales. Once a potential customer clicks through to your site, the process to their search 'destination' should be as clear and straightforward for them as possible. We all know how frustrating it is to click on a search result that appears to be just what you're looking for - only to be taken to a completely irrelevant page…… 

To fully optimise your campaign, tracking is vital. Ensure you know which terms, title and descriptions are working the best for you, so you can allocate your budgets more effectively and optimise clicks to conversions. 

Can you highlight the main differences between Overture, Google Adwords, Espotting, Mirago etc? How do these respective audiences differ?

Each sponsored search provider has a different distribution network, which is the main difference. The basic model is the same for all players in that you pay to get listed in search results and only pay when someone clicks on your listing – however, the way the model differs between players. 

For example, with Overture, you choose how much you want to bid for a search term and listings are ranked in the order of bid price. With Google, it’s a little more complex – where you appear in the search results depends not only on how much you bid but also on the click-through rate for your listing. 

How easy/difficult is it to manage paid-search campaigns across multiple networks? Do you think the introduction of MSN will prompt more marketers to outsource search requirements?

It’s difficult to comment on how competitive paid-search management tools work. Our Search Optimiser tool allows the management of bids and keywords within your paid-search campaign across the Overture network – There are also plenty of third party bid management tools around to help. 

What trends are you seeing in 2005 vs 2004? (by sector / spend / keyword trends / outsourcing etc)

The volume of advertisers and related spend have continued to grow year on year – both organically and as a result of the growth of our distribution network. Interestingly, we’re seeing an increase in the average number of search listings per account, with more and more advertisers bidding on search terms that previously had no or very few bids (we call these the ‘tail terms’). 

Did you see the Craigslist vs Google Maps mash-up? Is that the future of search? Presumably mobile is going to be a big deal? 

We certainly believe Mobile Search creates vast opportunities for the future. Overture currently offers a mobile travel directory across Vodafone, Orange and the Yahoo! WAP portal. 

We are also developing a full, free text WAP search engine which integrates results from three distinct mobile sources. Overture believes this will be the first of its kind. 

What about local search? Whereabouts are we at, and where is it going?

Local search is a natural evolution for this marketplace. Allowing advertisers to easily market to customers within a defined radius of their business location, local search will also make it much simpler for searchers to obtain the exact business information they need to purchase products or services locally. 

The performance-based model of local search is an attractive, cost-effective option to any size of advertiser, but there are specific benefits to both big brands and SMEs. For example, a large retailer could use local search to target specific campaigns and promotions to customers in specific store areas - or simply use the model to drive foot traffic to stores. For SMEs, they don't even need a website to use Overture's local search product - a simple 'locator page' is set up, showing general information about their business, contact details and a dynamic map. 

Overture's local search product, Local Match, is currently available in the US, on sites like Yahoo!, MSN and CNN. 

And then we have the ‘pay per call’ scenario. Duplicate acronyms aside, how much of a big deal is this likely to be? Will Overture get in on the act?

Pay-per-call is potentially an interesting development in this marketplace and something that Overture may assess in the coming months. 

Has the SME sector warmed to paid-search yet? How is Overture targeting new SME customers? 

Yes, SMEs are certainly getting the hang of sponsored search and seeing it as a cost-effective way of receiving targeted leads to their websites. We target SMEs in a number of different ways – through advertising and PR within publications aimed specifically at this sector, participation in industry events and also through joint educative seminars with associations like BusinessLink and regional Chambers of Commerce. 

Many consumers don’t understand the difference between an organic vs a paid-for listing. Do you think this is a problem or an opportunity?

I don’t think it’s either, to be honest. As long as a consumer receives a relevant result for their search, I don’t think they mind if it’s organic or sponsored. The most important thing for a consumer is finding the most relevant information! Having said that, we clearly don’t want consumers to be confused – and all of the Overture listings on our partner sites are clearly labelled as paid-for listings. 

How have things changed at Overture since the Yahoo deal?

Things are much the same, and being part of a company with such a huge, global, consumer brand clearly presents plenty of opportunities across the whole business. 

We continue to operate as a wholly-owned subsidiary and will re-brand to become Yahoo! Search Marketing (this has already happened in the US) early next year. 

*** Special Overture offer for E-consultancy newsletter readers: click here for a free £50 to help kickstart your paid-search campaign on Overture (for new accounts only) ***


Nick was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor. 
19. Ian Valentine (Technical Alliances Director, Sky Interactive) talks about Interactive TV
Ian Valentine joined Sky in June 2000 charged with the task of bringing Internet Compatibility to the entire installed based of Sky DigiBoxes. He was the driving force behind the development of the new WTVML Microbrowser for the Sky Interactive platform, and has championed Sky's partnerships with the Internet Industry both technically and commercially. Ian has also worked closely with the e-Envoy’s office, and was instrumental in providing mechanisms for the deployment of e-government services via interactive TV in the UK. 

Ian is now Technical Alliances Director for Sky Interactive, and is responsible for the ongoing acceptance and convergence of interactive Digital TV with e-business standards, and also represents the relationships necessary to create the tooling, content management systems, skills and design expertise in the market to take advantage of iDTV. His latest project at Sky is the new e-business portal has which he expects to be a catalyst for a whole new class of internet based content designed for TV. 

Two weeks ago you ran a conference to explain the details behind Sky’s new e-business portal, but for those who couldn’t make it could you explain the proposition in brief? Feel free to include links to relevant resources, press releases and so on. 

The conference was to mark the business-to-business launch of a new consumer portal that we are planning to launch on the Sky platform later in the year. Designed around e-business and internet principles, the portal will allow consumers to access any website that has registered a TV version of their site with Sky. Site registrations are free, and can be done over the internet with us here. This is the first time that mass-market interactive TV audiences have been made available to website operators. 

With the launch of this new portal we have managed to change many things, and do many firsts, for example: 
   - Since the entire site’s content is online, we are able to provide this service to the majority of website operators free of charge, as little or no satellite bandwidth is required to 'switch on' each site. 
   - Since site registration test and launch processes have been automated via SiteControl, any number of sites can join the portal, without any significant testing and commercial delays. 
   - For the first time, the sites are organised by the consumer, not the broadcaster, using familiar concepts such as 'My Links' (like internet bookmarks) and history being saved individually for each Sky home. 
   - We have also built the first interactive TV search engine in the world. 
   - On top of all this we have made many platform improvements, such as better image support, faster browser code and full cookie support with personalisation and localisation capabilities in the network. 

People we’ve talked to are excited about the concept but some struggle to envisage exactly how they could exploit its potential. Could you give us some example ideas, or business scenarios, or applications that you think could work well? 

There are literally loads of different ways the new portal can be used. A few months ago I sat down and wrote a shortlist, really just to help others get their ideas flowing. I have now published that list here. 

You said at the conference that this project has been your ‘baby’ for many years. Why hasn’t it happened sooner? 

When we first developed the WTVML browser technology in 2000, and used it to launch Sky’s first picture in picture online betting service, we realised how easy it is to take products designed for the web, and make them ‘Sky Microbrowser Ready’, i.e. with a ‘skin’ which works with the TV. 

Since that time we have done it with email services, messaging services, retail services, internet databases, dating services etc. Along the way we have enhanced our browser and WTVML up to version 7, culminating in the release of the WTVML specification to the public through ETSI last year. 

So really we have seen a number of factors all working together towards making this initiative something that we now want to do, these are: 
   - The successful use of the browser technology in SkyActive and internally, and the desire to do more of it. 
   - The release of WTVML as a public standard. 
   - The growth of IA and eTV propositions, with their insatiable desire for content and destinations. 
   - A realisation internally that, like DoCoMo’s i-mode service, its possible to have an open platform, while still operating ‘walled garden’ portals targeted at particular audiences. In fact this dual strategy is mutually supportive. 
   - The maturing of public web infrastructures to become device aware, as well as the now common drive for website owners to reach new audiences. 
   - The growth of the number of Sky boxes in the market place. 
   - The ability to automate the registration and test services for sites. 
   - The demand from consumers for access to electronic society services, any-time any-place. 

For a broadcaster, this project is very internet-y in its thinking – in terms of technologies, certainly, but also in its applications (search, personalisation etc.) and, indeed, the business model where you seem keen to have lots of customers paying relatively little, rather fewer, big name, big contract clients. How did you sell this to Sky? 

I’m not so sure that it was a matter of ‘selling’ it into Sky, but more being ready with a plan when the inevitable time comes. It’s been obvious for a while that this kind of proposition was possible, but it takes time and money to make it happen. It’s also obvious that this is not something that Sky is already doing. 

The big question was really will it cannibalise existing revenues, and that comes down to a discussion about whether Sky is better off with a big slice of a small pie or a small slice of a big pie. What became clear recently is that Sky could probably do both and that consumers wanted both. From that point on, it was just a matter of making it all happen. 

So what do you think are the selling points, and benefits, of this new service for website operators? Why should they be getting involved? 

There are many reasons that website operators will want to get involved, these include: 
   - Reaching new audiences. 
   - Making existing web-based services available in an easier to use, more convenient form. 
   - Earning PAYG revenues from premium rate content as an alternative to Internet subscriptions. 
   - Driving up website usage and registrations, by being discoverable and more visible on the TV than they are on the web. 
   - Creating a TV ready proposition so that later they can do deals with broadcasters and portal operators for programme sponsorships and advertising opportunities. 
   - Creating specific propositions to support marketing promotions that make use of a ‘SkyKey’, this allows the marketing department to directly measure the effectiveness of various campaigns, and provides the simplest possible call-to-action. 
   - Simply as a cool thing to do, people get a thrill out of seeing their stuff on the TV. 
   - They want to offer business to employee services, without the cost of buying staff a PC, Blackberry or a PDA. 
   - They want to create a version of their site for 'sub-PC devices' and see WTVML as an emerging standard that has the potential to reach the most devices with a single development effort. 

In reality I believe this will soon become core to the website build of any e-business operator, as the economics simply justify it. A standard website can be adapted for the TV with an additional cost of 5-10% of the website build (often it can be done for much less). 

With this extra facility on the website, it goes from being able to reach the 13.5 million UK homes with internet-connected PCs to a total audience of nearly 17 million homes. That’s a big increase for a relatively small investment, and it does not take into account non-PC literate members of the public in homes that do have PCs, who could start using these sites for the first time. 

We see major website operators having kiosk and mobile strategies, very soon everyone will realise that the TV opportunities are by far the biggest ‘non-PC’ opportunity around. 

Can you give more details about the demographics of likely users of the service? Will it be more ‘mass market’ or niche interest groups? Do you have any insights into which segments of Sky’s customers use interactive services the most? 

This is a question that I really can only generalise about. The nature of the initiative is really to build it and see what happens, however I do see audiences being broadly split into two types, firstly the PC literate user who ‘dips in’ out of convenience, and secondly the non-PC literate user for whom this is their only mechanism to take part in the electronic society. Website operators need to cater for both types. 

We have classified the TV sites by audience, into four segments, over 18 and under 18, and male and female. We can also segment sites by their geographical relevance so hopefully we will use this in the future to tune or filter our search results and listings for the user. Overall I expect most things that work on the net to find a home on the TV, and this will include both ‘niche’ and ‘mass market’ services. 

At the conference I was reminded by a wheelchair-bound conference attendee that this service represents a potentially exciting and empowering opportunity for disabled (or older, house-bound) users to access interactive services. What are your thoughts on this? How accessible is the new service? 

It’s definitely true that services designed for kiosks and TVs are significantly easier to use than PC based services for disabled people. We are also encouraging individual sites to adhere to accessibility standards, and to possibly have high contrast or large font versions of their sites available for the visually impaired. 

It’s also possible to make these sites run on a PC, using either our emulator or an HTML Transcoder, in which case website operators may make their Sky Site available through other compatible devices as part of their obligatory accessibility requirements. 

Of the challenges facing the new service, there are perhaps two that stand out. Firstly, how can you be sure the Sky customers will actually use the e-business portal? Whose responsibility is it to educate and inform users about it – Sky’s or the site owner’s? 

The new service will be as visible as possible, i.e. on the Interactive Main Menu as a standalone service. It’s also likely that it will be linked to from SkyActive and other Sky operated or owned portals. 

Obviously we must take the challenge of educating our customers that its there, and also what to do when they see and want to respond to a SkyKey on some third party literature, advertising or product. This is a 'one-off' education step, as once someone has used one SkyKey that can use any SkyKey. 

However, Sky does not plan to promote any individual services or particular genres of service. This is the job of the site operator. Many website operators already have mechanisms to tell consumers about their websites: you see URLs and phone numbers on most things nowadays, so Sky Sites can be communicated in the same way, either using a ‘wtv’ URL or a SkyKey. 

And secondly, that oft-cited Achilles heel for a satellite broadcaster – the ‘return path’. With information currently having to go through a modem and telephone line doesn’t this mean the user experience will be too slow for people increasingly used to broadband internet? And what about the ‘engaged phone line’ problem for multi-box homes? Everyone’s saying this is crying out for an ADSL broadband connection. What’s your take on all this? 

The return path is not the limitation that most people think. WTVML is more efficient than HTML and our modems are therefore roughly equivalent to ISDN based web access in terms of response times. However it is true to say that the modem connect times, and the lack of ‘always on’ will make the service less user-friendly than it would be if it was over broadband. 

Sky has demonstrated that its possible to broadband enable Sky boxes, and our new HD boxes will be shipping with Ethernet ports, allowing them to be connected to a home network in the future, as well as the phone line. This is chicken and egg… the broadband return path needs content that will justify its deployment, and content usage will obviously benefit from broadband. 

Hopefully this new initiative may well generate the content and usage patterns that justify the deployment of broadband into Sky devices; all I can say is watch this space! 

And finally… rumours are flying around about the name for the e-business portal. Care to comment? 
We have had various internal project names for this new initiative, some of which we are pursuing as a possible consumer brand, but it’s likely that it will launch with ‘no name’. I like this position. At the end of the day people use the EPG to get to channels without realising that it’s called ‘Sky Guide’. A brand is really unnecessary here. 

The consumer portal is designed in a similar way: it’s a tool for consumers to go to a site, and that’s it. It’s not supposed to have a theme or brand of its own, as that’s the role of the channel- and content-themed portals such as Sky GameStar, and Sky Active. This initiative supports the themed portals, and is not intended to compete with them for mind share or audience. 

Ian was interviewed by Ashley Friedlein, CEO, E-consultancy. 

20. Bill James (CEO – Digital Media Services, BT Entertainment) discusses Online Entertainment

Bill James is CEO Digital Media Services for BT Entertainment, a new business recently established by British Telecom to create and deliver digital entertainment services for consumers. This follows two years of spearheading the BT Netcentricity strategy, bringing customers online to www.BT.com whilst generating improved customer satisfaction, reduced costs and increased revenue. Bill has previously held senior positions at Thomas Cook, Kingfisher and Unipart. 

How do you think the internet has evolved as a consumer medium in the past five years?

The most significant step in the digital evolution is the roll-out and adoption of broadband. We are way past the point where broadband access in the UK was enjoyed only by the few and as we cross this chasm from early adopters to the majority we are experiencing a shift from utility to entertainment - today speed is no longer a hindrance. 

How might broadband – and rich content – benefit commerce? What sort of opportunities are emerging for businesses, eg retailers, gambling firms etc?

Because of this change we can now say that content and services (digital media services) will be the differentiators in the future. The broadband internet has created tremendous opportunities for new digital media services to develop in music, video, photo, games and gambling. 

There is pressure on service providers, retailers and other consumer brands to move into content. The battle lines are being drawn in the war to 'own' the consumer relationship in the digital home. Today it's very fragmented and we should expect to see some bigger players make moves to consolidate their relationship with the consumer through the range of digital entertainment. 

Which of the following companies do you think will be most likely to emerge triumphant in the digital music space over the next 24 months, and why: Apple, Napster, Nokia, Vodafone, EMI? 

Music downloading is probably the most established example of the digital media phenomenon, illegal per-to-peer services kicked off the demand, Apple turbo-charged it with the iPod and now everyone wants a piece of the action. 

In the coming year we will see some terrific next generation music services offered and some neat IP enabled devices on the high street to move your virtual music collection away from your PC to your HiFi. 

As we move more of our personal music collection to the hard-drive and the network, we will want to control our own entertainment experience rather than feeling that everything is locked up and inaccessible. The iPod has been a success for this very reason for music on the move and next we will use new services and devices to create our own digital home experience. 

So all the companies you mention - and more - will play a role. Others include Rhapsody, Yahoo!, Sony and Philips. 

Because we will subscribe to services and integrate devices as we learn how they can change our experience, the winners will be those who partner successfully and get the customer experience right. 

Apple could continue to be a big winner if they adapt iTunes to include an 'all you can eat' subscription model and Sony and Philips can give them a run for their money by linking with services such as Rhapsody and Yahoo! 

Are the TV and film moguls likely to make the same mistakes as the record industry has, as the ‘digital household’ becomes a reality? 

Most of the big movie company execs have been watching what's happened in the music industry - many work in the same company - and are looking to avoid the same damage to their revenues from illegal file sharing. Many are keen to make moves now that put them in a position to benefit more than they lose in the digital wars that will come. 

Sky has dominated the UK’s digital living rooms for the past decade. Will NTL/Telewest become increasingly powerful given that they own broadband + TV + phone relationships with households? 

The cable companies are doing all they can to position themselves, the triple-play bundle is a compelling proposition for some consumers but there's still the content factor. What does the consumer get and is that compelling when they make their choice? 

How much of a problem is ad skipping? How can brands that have traditionally used TV as an advertising platform maintain exposure via the small screen? 

I hear a lot of noise about the damage that will be done to advertising revenues as more and more viewers adopt timeshift TV. I'm not convinced at all. 

Although early adopters are likely to play with the technology (to skip ads) I haven't yet seen any convincing evidence that the mass market will behave this way. If they do then the ad creatives and the technologists will just find other ways to catch us. 

What is needed for convergence to become a reality? Mobile search? On-demand movies over IP? T-commerce? 

Convergence is all around us today with devices and content. But consumers will really adopt 'en masse' when suppliers get three things right. It will be about compelling content available across a choice of easy-to-use devices (in and out of the home) with a consistent, intuitive and helpful interface. 

What are the emerging opportunities for businesses that apply a multi-channel approach across mobile, the web, TV, the high street etc? 

The same opportunities that we've been well aware of for a number of years now… a chance to extend the relationship with the consumer and take a larger share of spend by offering the right services, in the right place at the right time, and at the right price. 

Is there a danger that retailers presently ignoring digital channels will suffer in the long-term? Is the window of opportunity shrinking for non-digital companies? 

Well there's no doubt that most retailers will find it difficult to be successful - now and in the future - without a good online strategy, which is well executed. Think about how doing it well can have such a massive positive impact. Look at Tesco. 

Do you think the internet has made it easier or harder to keep customers satisfied, and why? 

Interesting question. I guess it depends what kind of business you are and whether you are online-only or multi-channel. 

For the online-only players the internet is what enabled them to exist and it's their medium for communicating both the sales and service message. The best of these have done that successfully and they continue to improve. 

For the multi-channel players it's more complex and the classic problems are about inconsistencies across the channels. But when it's done well it's very successful. 

BT has moved many services online with great success for the customer because for those that want to go online it works and it saves them calling up. Many retailers are getting the multi-channels balance right, look at Argos as another good example. 

What is more important online, in your opinion: ‘price’ or ‘brand’? Is there a danger that low-margin retailers will lose out in the long-run, either through a lack of trust or inability to provide good customer service? 

They are both important - you can't win by playing only one of these cards in my opinion. If you don't believe me take a look at Amazon, fantastic brand but absolutely focused on price and growing volumes and share by getting the margin right. 

Are you ‘always-on’ too? What do you possibly do to relax these days? 

It's hard to disconnect but I think it's essential, personally. I do that with my wife and kids, favourite pastimes include movies, music and food. I also devote some time to myself, which usually involves sports - currently training to improve my triathlon performances.

Bill was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor. 

21. Dr. Louise Benson (Online Customer Experience Manager, O2) discusses User Experience

Louise Benson has recently joined O2 as Online Customer Experience Manager, where she is responsible for developing the online experience to deliver on O2’s Customer Promise. By striving to deliver the Promise, it will enable O2 to stand out from the competition and achieve the overall goal: more customers who are happier and more loyal. 

Louise was formerly Head of DNA Experience, the user experience arm of interactive agency DNA. She has a PhD in Consumer Behaviour from UMIST and has previously applied her understanding of psychology and user experience to enable companies such as Comet, MFI, House of Fraser, Oxfam and Standard Life to create an effective and engaging user experience. 

In our Online Retail User Experience Benchmarks report we highlighted Navigation, Search & Promotion as the three areas that are critical to the success of an internet retail operation. How does this fit in with your outlook? 

Navigation, search and promotion obviously have a direct link to the success of an Internet Retail operation, however as this channel has matured they should be perceived as hygiene factors. 

Customers have limited patience when it comes to navigation; if your site is not intuitive it is only one click to shop somewhere else. Consumers are also using internal search more frequently, as they develop trust in the effectiveness of search algorithms. 

Offline stores have used promotion techniques such as bundles and special offers for decades. Customers expect these to be present through all channels, but they also expect to receive additional promotions relating to the self-service aspect of purchasing online. 

These factors need to be effectively implemented in order to initially engage with consumers, however to stand out in the market you need to deliver far more. Delivering an engaging and enjoyable customer experience is the next competitive battleground. 

Where did you start making improvements to O2's web interface? What areas are you focusing on? 

It is early days yet at O2; my initial focus has been on identifying performance gaps that are inhibiting sales conversion. I have been focusing on short term quick wins to ensure that we are delivering all hygiene factors that consumers expect. 

The focus is now on developing the long-term online customer experience strategy. This will ensure that we deliver on the customer promise to develop customer loyalty and provide open, honest and trusted relationships with our customers. 

How do you gain insight into customer behaviour and preferences, to drive enhancements to design / navigation / content?

There are many techniques that I use to gain customer insight. Traditional research techniques are useful to gain data on customer preferences and market insight. Web analytics help to identify user issues with sites, but they don’t identify why the issue occurs. When it comes to understanding how to drive site enhancements and rectify issues, user-centred design techniques are essential. 

I am also always looking at how evolving techniques such as A/B testing and eye tracking can be used to deliver further insight. 

What do you make of the accessibility laws? Is interpretation as big a challenge as implementation? 

I don’t believe that the issue about website accessibility is being promoted effectively. The simple fact is that when you make a site accessible it also becomes more usable and has commercial benefits. Sites will see significant improvements in search engine rankings when they implement accessibility initiatives. However, it really needs to be integrated into the development process. 

I've concerns about how vague the law is over this issue - for example the use of the phrase 'reasonable' steps to make sites accessible. This does not define what companies MUST do in order to comply. The Disability Discrimination Act has led to a lot of confusion; we need more education in the industry and to de-mystify accessibility. 

At O2 we won't engage with an agency if they won't respond to our interpretation of the accessibility guidelines. Accessibility is key in the mobile web space, access to the web via a small screen is going to be huge and accessibility is key to this platform. 

Is there a link between the customer experience and trust? 

There is a distinct link between customer experience and trust. Difficulty of use and lack of trust both form a psychological barrier to e-commerce. 

Many consumers are still reluctant to make payment on the Internet for fear of their personal financial details falling into the wrong hands. Most sites display their security and privacy policies and provide seals of approval to reassure the customer. The problem is that stating the site is secured with a Secure Sockets Layer (SSL) means nothing to the general public when they view this information. Even though the site may be secured using a public key encryption, consumers simply do not understand what they regard as technical jargon. 

Brand reputation for multi-channel companies such as O2 helps to strengthen trust, however consumers need to understand the security measures implemented. Although it is not up to interaction designers and usability engineers to solve issues linked to legislation or cryptography, it is argued that they can nevertheless play an important role in ensuring that trustworthiness be communicated clearly and effectively through the user interface design. 

Aside from the cost benefits, online customer service tools seem to be a great way of driving interactions and building user confidence. What is O2 doing in this area?

Online customer service tools are effective in reducing costs and also help to improve the customer experience if integrated effectively. However, it is essential that they are tied in to business processes, CRM and knowledge management systems in order to deliver on its promises. 

Web customer service tools enable call centre agents to focus on adding value to the customer experience, enabling customers to self-service where possible. They provide an opportunity to increase sales, through cross-selling/ up-selling and enhance the brand through a seamless multi-channel experience. 

O2 are currently investing in several online customer service tools in order to improve the customer experience and reduce costs. 

As a multichannel business, O2 has some key advantages over pureplays, but it also needs to maintain a consistent brand experience across all channels (call centres, shops, online, TV ads etc). How much of a challenge is this?

Although my focus is on the online customer experience, it is essential to take a multi-channel approach. The online shop is not a silo - customers have many touch points with the O2 brand and these should be consistent. 

I follow three basic principles for designing and evaluating cross-channel interactions: 

- Choice: let the customer feel that they are in control, by providing channel alternatives and letting them choose how they are contacted;

- Consistency: in terms of brand presentation and terms - present information consistently;

- Continuity: Execute handoffs flawlessly between channels, ensuring that the context is maintained and alternative routes are always available.

Each channel has its role for certain user groups, and effective scenario mapping can help to ensure that channel benefits are successfully exploited. 

How important are web analytics tools in helping you determine problem areas of the site? How do you act when red flags are raised (ie dropout areas, exit points)?

Invaluable. Web analytics tools have developed significantly in the last few years to enable us to get a clear understanding of how users are interacting with our sites and barriers to transaction. They can help to identify issues relating to conversion rates, enable us to optimise marketing campaigns and product portfolios and ultimately increase ROI. 

Techniques such as A/B testing are effective to react to red flags, however in many situations it is essential to implement qualitative techniques such as user testing to understand why these problems are arising. 

Does the O2 online store have personalisation features?

We are currently in the process of implementing several personalisation features in order to provide a tailored experience to meet consumer’s specific needs. 

Who are the thought-leaders in online retail / user experience? 

Companies such as Amazon, John Lewis, Google and Circuit City can all be seen to provide positive user experiences for their customers. They combine ongoing testing, feedback and improvement cycles into their daily practices and invest in listening, learning and modifying the customer experience to create positive returns in revenue and loyalty. This means that customer experience is not just a practice or a process – it is a philosophy. 

Louise was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor. 

22. Rok Hrastnik (RSS expert) explains RSS Marketing

Rok Hrastnik is the author of the Unleash the Marketing & Publishing Power of RSS report, critically acclaimed as “the best and most comprehensive” guide on RSS for marketers by leading RSS practitioners, marketers, vendors, developers and thought-leaders. More information about the report is available here (http://rss.marketingstudies.net). 

For weekly RSS updates, news and advice take a look at Rok's RSS Marketing Diary blog at http://rssdiary.marketingstudies.net. Rok is currently also serving as the E-commerce Manager for Studio Moderna (http://www.studio-moderna.com), the largest direct marketing network in Central and Eastern Europe. 

You are a huge enthusiast of RSS. What are the basics?

RSS is a technology that has the potential of overcoming many of the internet marketing challenges we are facing today and becoming a strong, if not preferred, content delivery vehicle. 

The simple RSS explanation from the marketing point of view is that RSS is a simple to use content delivery tool for marketers and publishers, which allows them to easily get their content delivered to end-users, without it being stopped by any spam filters or similar problems along the way. 

In addition, RSS content can be delivered to other websites; such as search engines, specialized RSS directories, special content aggregation sites and other site types. All of this using just one technology: RSS content is delivered through RSS feeds, simple files structured in a specific way [xml]. 

These files include some basic information about the RSS feed (such as RSS feed title, logo, description, URL etc.) and the actual content in the form of individual content items. These content items are individual stories or articles (usually just descriptions of articles actually published on the internet publisher’s web site), presented in a linear list. 

Can you sum up the opportunities for businesses? 

The RSS business opportunities range from general marketing communications, direct marketing, PR, advertising, customer relationship management, online publishing, e-commerce to internal enterprise communications and internal knowledge management. 

The greatest appeal to RSS is that it’s really an all-encompassing marketing/publishing/communications channel, which can be used to power most of your online marketing activities. 

If you’re wondering more about the broad and more generic tactical opportunities, this might be well explained by my “Full-circle of RSS Strength” model: 

a] RSS as a content delivery channel for communicating with subscribers, customers, prospects and partners gets your content delivered and provides you with multiple new content delivery & business development opportunities. RSS gets all content delivered, as opposed to e-mail, which is currently burdened by spam, phishing and many other troubles. 

b] RSS as a promotional/visibility tool increases your traffic by improving your search engine rankings, generating traffic from new RSS specific sites and getting your content published on other sites. Each of these activities brings new visitors to your site, who are now ready to be converted into new subscribers with whom you can communicate (via RSS and/or email) in the long-term. In addition, the improved visibility enforces your brand and generates more credibility for your company. 

c] Content delivery to end-users and content syndication form the basis of RSS conversations, which together work to spread your reach throughout the internet and serve as a strong PR platform. 

d] Once you have access to more prospective subscribers, to whom you want to deliver content via RSS, you can provide them with your own branded RSS aggregator to make the switch to RSS easier for them, as well as establishing a constant connection with them, enforcing your brand and developing brand experience. Your branded aggregator also serves as a sales platform for your own products and an advertising platform to generate advertising income. 

e] As a publisher, your goal is to better satisfy the needs of your visitors, establish yourself as a key content source in your industry and make your visitors come back more often. Providing access to additional information is one of the elements to make this possible. Use RSS to syndicate content from other websites and, as an upgrade, to target their most focused content needs, create RSS radars for your key phrases. 

f] All of the above will create advertising revenue and create a new source of income. 

g] In addition, using RSS advertising as an advertiser yourself you can increase the reach of all of the above activities. 

How big is RSS at the moment? Can you help separate hype from reality by giving us an overview of RSS usage / adoption (by consumers / businesses)?

On the consumer side, the latest Jupiter Research report (Jupiter RSS Consumption March 2005 Report) shows that RSS is currently being consumed by 12% of the American online population. 

According to a report from the Pew Internet & American Life Project, based on two nationwide phone surveys conducted in the U.S. (1,861 internet users), 5% (or 6 million) Americans online consumed RSS feeds in November 2004. 

While both of these studies were conducted differently, they do show that RSS is growing at a huge rate, and will continue to grow, especially considering Microsoft’s latest official announcement that RSS will be integrated in the next Internet Explorer edition, as well as tightly integrated in their Longhorn operating system. This will open the door for mass-market RSS penetration in a relatively short period of time. Unfortunately there are no European or other statistics we can share at this time. 

On the business side, RSS is becoming a widely adopted internet publishing and marketing channel. For example, the International Federation of the Periodical Press group has just revealed the results of their consumer media study, which shows that 30% of all consumer media sites are already providing their content via RSS. 

While there are no such statistics available for the mainstream newspaper media on the internet and for online only media, our internal research shows that most of these companies are already providing their content via RSS as well. 

Marketers in turn have been slower at adopting RSS, with only a few e-commerce sites for example, such as Amazon, providing their own RSS feeds.  Interestingly,  research from UK based Market Sentinel published in May 2005 cites that only one of the 100 UK blue chip companies delivers their content via RSS. 

The good news for marketers is that there is still little RSS competition from other marketers, leaving the field still open for stronger marketing initiatives, especially as their understanding of RSS broadens. 

Are there any early success stories to share?

I will give you two important examples. 

Lockergnome.com is one of the most popular tech sites on the internet and although it is serving a more tech savvy audience, it serves as an excellent example of the results you can ultimately hope to achieve using RSS. 

First of all, they are seeing a 5:1 ratio of RSS subscribers to e-mail subscribers, and even more interestingly, a 500% better click-through ratio with RSS than with e-mail. 

And on the search engine optimization side, an interesting example comes from the BTI Group, which is a smaller VoIP provider and, through their high ranking blogsite, the proof that RSS works for search engine positioning. 

A] Using RSS and blogs, they achieved 120 page-one search results on important industry search terms. 

B] A 75% increase in traffic to the corporate website. 

C] BTI’s link popularity jumped from 164 in June 2003 to 1,312 in December 2004 to 1,405 in February 2005. 

Metrics from other sources on an aggregated level also show that RSS is a viable marketing tool. For example, SimpleFeed, an advanced RSS solutions provider, is seeing a 6.8% average CTR from feed content item to site. These stats are based on a 10,000 end-user sample, 30 day average and 4 months of data. 

Many online publishers will be used to sending out newsletters or alerts by email, but how can RSS be used in conjunction with email? 

RSS and e-mail are in no way mutually exclusive. On the contrary, they can work together to provide for a better user experience, or at least provide the users with a choice of how they want to receive their content. Furthermore, since e-mail delivery rates are falling and there is always some fear of legal prosecution, implementing RSS as a supplementary content delivery channel might in fact save your delivery efforts in the long run. 

The first opportunity is to provide an RSS feed that carries the same content as your regular e-mail e-zine or newsletter, with each RSS content item representing one e-zine issue. Subscribers can choose which content consumption channel they prefer, and get the same content via both channels. At the same time, the e-zine RSS feed needs to be promoted directly below the e-mail subscription box, as well as in the e-zine itself. 

Remember, if you’re not seeing good e-mail delivery rates, getting your e-mail subscribers to subscribe to your RSS feeds will improve your results. 

An additional service that makes sense is creating an RSS feed that carries the same content that the e-mail newsletter does, only that it makes that content available to the subscriber as soon as it’s published online, with each news item or article representing one content item in the feed, without the subscriber having to wait to receive that content in a regular weekly or monthly e-mail e-zine. 

So, as a general rule of thumb, first start by creating RSS feeds that duplicate your existing e-mail initiatives, simply providing your subscribers with a choice of channel. Then, think of how you can improve the service you are providing by making more content available as soon as possible via RSS, such as your news section content, content from your message boards and so on. 

How do you track RSS usage? What sort of metrics are there? Any suggested tools to help people do this?

RSS metrics, contrary to general belief, can in fact be measured to the same extent as your e-mail marketing activities. Some RSS solutions, such as http://www.nooked.com and http://www.simplefeed.com, already come with RSS metrics features. And then there are some specialized services that focus especially on RSS metrics: 

FeedBurner is a mass-market RSS metrics solution (the basic version is free), which will give you circulation, readership and click-through data. 

Syndicate IQ is a specialized RSS metrics company, which can help you track your RSS usage on a per subscriber basis. 

Can RSS be used as an advertising medium? Should it be used in this way?

I’m a strong believer in RSS advertising and certainly believe that it should be used in this way, as long as it’s kept civil. Basically, RSS is a marketing channel, and as such will be used by marketers, and that includes advertising purposes. 

In the end it all comes to the question of whether end-users would rather pay to receive content or put up with some advertising. History teaches us that they usually prefer the advertising … 

Furthermore, hard-data from FeedBurner, based on the 80,000+ RSS feeds they are serving, shows that RSS feeds with advertising are in fact not losing subscribers. 

But the thing to keep in mind is to not over-saturate your subscribers with ads (certainly not more than one per content item), do not allow the ads to interrupt the content flow, precisely target the ads to your audience and make them unobtrusive (multi-media ads or large graphical ads are certainly a no-no). 

Another company to pay attention to in this arena is: http://www.pheedo.com. 

Rok was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 

23. Craig Newmark (founder, Craigslist) talks about Craigslist

Craig Newmark is a senior Web-oriented software engineer, with around twenty-five years of experience (including 18 years at IBM), and has become a leader in online community by virtue of running www.craigslist.org for over 9 years. He's compiled extensive experience evangelizing, leading and building, including work at Bank of America and Charles Schwab. 

In 1995, he started craigslist which serves as a non-commercial community bulletin board with classifieds and discussion forums. Using a common sense, down-to-earth approach, craigslist strives to make the 'net more personal and authentic, while advocating social responsibility through the promotion of small, non-profit organizations. 

You've described Craiglist as a happy accident. Tell us how it all started and when did you decide to turn pro, as it were? 

In '94 I was at Charles Schwab, evangelizing the 'net for the brokerage business, and saw a lot of people helping others out. Early '95, I figured I should do something like that, so I started a simple email list telling people about arts/technology events. It spread through word of mouth; people wanted more, so I did it. 

They called it craigslist, but when I had to give it a name, I thought "sf-events", but smarter people than me told me to call it craigslist... since that signified it would stay personal and quirky. They were right. 

When did you realise it had become a big deal? How did you cope with scale? 

Is it a big deal? I coped with scale by making Jim Buckmaster my CEO. My title and actual work is 'customer service rep and founder'. 

How many times have you told those pesky venture capitalists to take a walk? And are you still being pestered by potential investors? 

Probably some tens of times. We still receive calls occasionally but since we're not looking for money the conversation ends quickly. 

And do you plan to cash in at any point? 

No. 

How has it been with eBay, since they acquired a stake via one of your former colleagues? 
The news is that there's no news. We're pleased to have eBay as a shareholder. 

Do you have any plans to introduce advertising on the site? 
Nope, but people have told us in some numbers that it'd probably be okay. On the other hand, no one is asking as to run ads on the site. 

Craigslist all started out by word of mouth didn't it? That must be quite rewarding, to have created a resource that is highly recommended by users? 

That's right on both counts. What's most rewarding is the culture of trust we have, just by following our moral compass, pretty much the same for the community we help. 

How important is Google / Yahoo to your business? 
We feature maps from Google and Yahoo, and both rank our pages highly in their search results. 

Am I right in thinking you don't advertise or do any serious PR? 
Nothing real serious and no, we've never done any advertising. Susan Mactavish Best of Best PR helps mostly by helping prevent me from saying anything stupid. She's had a lot to do with the quality and quantity of press we've had this year. 

How many page impressions are you pulling in? Can you reveal any web metrics? 

Right now we're generating about 2.5 billion page views per month and maybe 8 million unique visitors, who contribute around 6 million posts per month, including forums. 

Craigslist is expanding all over the world. What do you look for in a new territory? 

Mostly, people ask us to start up a craigslist in their city, making us feel welcome.

You maintain your own blog and seem to be a real enthusiast for citizen journalism / blogging. What are your favourite sites and where do you think all this is going? 

I have a bunch, including wonkette, Dan Gillmor / bayosphere, Jeff Jarvis / buzzmachine. I think the whole news industry is changing deeply; one big concern is to preserve existing newsrooms and the jobs therein. 

Any advice to help enlighten the next generation of internet entrepreneurs / technology developers? 
Be serious about customer service. 

What's on the Craigslist iPod? 
Leonard Cohen, Sophie B Hawkins, Kinky Friedman, Tori Amos, Sarah MacLachlan, Fiona Apple, Warren Zevon.

Craig was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 
24. Paul Myers (CEO, Wippit) discusses Digital Music
Wippit CEO Paul Myers has a proven and highly successful track record within both the music and Internet industries. In the 80's his work as a successful club DJ led on to a range of production activities the following decade. After his success in music he turned his attention to the blossoming Internet Industry. After forming successful businesses such as award-winning web design agency, Nethead and the UK's first portal, G.O.D. he created and launched X-Stream, the UK's first Free ISP in March 1998. 

Paul went on to build X-Stream into the UK's 3rd largest ISP with over 700,000 users before establishing operations in Sweden, Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands and Japan creating the world's first multi-national FREE ISP. In March 2000 X-Stream was acquired by French ISP Liberty Surf in a deal valuing X-Stream in the region of $122 million when Liberty Surf floated on the Paris Bourse one week later. Paul left Liberty Surf / X-Stream company to head Wippit in July 2000 and create the world’s only P2P Music Subscription Service. 

E-consultancy: The casual observer might think that the record industry has changed its spots with regard to digital distribution, but is this really the case? If Apple sells songs via iTunes at 79p per song and still makes a loss, doesn’t it suggest that the music business hasn’t bothered to re-evaluate pricing / margins (no packaging, no distribution, no manufacturing). Why is this?

There are still some record labels that believe that downloads should be priced at more than the equivalent CD but most have figured out that customer knows that it costs less to deliver a download through a third party than manufacturer and distribute physical product. Eventually downloads will overtake physical CD sales, it already happened with singles and then we'll start seeing more value from the players. 

Regarding Apple they have no interest in music. They see it as an accessory for those little white boxes they sell. And iTunes lock iPod owners into the entire Apple environment and tease them to upgrade to much bigger white boxes. 

Wippit is about music. We're more like that Ron's Records type shop that every high street used to have. We're into music, we love it and if we can't sell that music, we go bust! We're not the tiny loss leading part of a multi-billion dollar monster with a dubious upsell agenda. 

You famously tried to convert the major labels to the Wippit way of thinking over a period of several years and at a considerable expense, only experiencing success relatively recently. Was there a straw/bat that broke the camel’s back? Broadly speaking, what are the key influencers used to lure major labels towards digital? 
We were touting Wippit's legal P2P solution and I think the perception at a higher level was that P2P means Pirate to Pirate. When we temporarily shelved our P2P service the conversations, and the deals became easier. It may be coincidence but web downloads is a lot easer to explain than our little legal P2P lifeboat in a sea of pirate ships. 

Wippit has recently got into bed with Stelios, to power easyMusic.com. How is that coming along? How does the platform work – is it a white label? Do you anticipate doing more of this sort of thing in the future? 
easyMusic was Wippit's first white label and has since been followed by the Evening Standard's 'This is London Music Downloads' and Loot's 'Loot Tunes'. We will be launching more but only with brands that have an affinity to the Wippit brand ideals and the right kind of demographic user base. 

What are the major challenges faced by digital music sharing firms in 2005? How big an issue is the proprietary file format? Are we heading for another VHS vs Betamax situation? 

The public wants MP3. The industry wants the public to want WMA, or at least locked content. Wippit has more MP3's than other site in the UK, maybe Europe and we see that buyers of MP3 files are by far our best customers. They just buy more. 

We would like to see one of the majors join the independents and release all or part of their back catalogue on MP3 and er, join the MP3 revolution! I think MP3 is the cassette of the download generation. The best for now, but we know that it will one day be usurped by a something better and everyone will start to hate their old 'cassette' collection! 

How do you think new devices and platforms will affect the way the music business develops? How much of a threat is wireless going to be? Wippit has made noises in this area, so what’s the latest on your plans for mobile? 

The best selling MP3 player this Christmas will not be an iPod. It will be a Sony Ericsson, Motorola or Nokia. None of these brands play WMA files and all of them play MP3's. That’s good news for the indie market but a looming nightmare for any copyright owners who continue to avoid market forces. 

It’s like record labels refusing to release music on CD and hoping it will go away even though everyone has a CD player and is willing to pay for that content. The difference now is that mobile networks are subsidising MP3 playing handsets leaving the consumer with few alternatives if the music he wants is not available on the format he wants to buy it on. And the market leader, iPod faces an onslaught from better, higher capacity, cheaper boxes from Archos and Creative too. 

The RIAA and BPI have been busy suing kids, Grannies and the deceased. What’s your take on these tactics? Have the lawsuits had a positive effect on illegal downloads? 

The perception that P2P downloads are a bit naughty is one thing, but the possibility of getting locked up or fined is a real mind-clarifier! Ultimately, if an artist wants to let his work be distributed for free then that's fantastic, but if he wants to be paid he should have the right to be paid. 

And I think the public are starting to get it. I'm not allowed to take things from Tesco's even though I know I could if I tried and I can't insist that my plumber works for free because I know him too. It’s a victimless crime when compared to a violet act of robbery, but collectively the artist, writers and those that invested in the flashy videos and expensive recording process should be reimbursed. 

The iPod has been a tremendous success and some say it is broadly responsible for the shift in the minds of consumers, who are now happy to pay in their millions to access digital music files. Just how big of an impact has the iPod been? 
I think it’s done as much to encourage people to rip their current CD collection as encouraging legal downloads. Whether those CD rippers are still buying CD's or switching direct to digital product is something we can't accurately assume yet. 

Access seems more important than outright ownership these days. I pay about £10 a month to Napster to have a jukebox of 1m songs at home or at work (access). I could spend that £10 on a nicely-packaged CD (which I’ll then rip into another file format). I certainly won’t spend £10 on 12 songs from iTunes when distribution costs are negligible and there is no packaging to speak of. Are consumers still being ripped off? How come Wippit songs start at 29p? 

We have some labels that elect to sell at 29p each and some tracks we reduce as a loss leader. And of course a Wippit subscription is only £50 a year for unlimited downloads. Wippit downloads however are permanent, if you end your subscription those tracks are yours forever. We don't see any long term value in the rental model. If you forget to plug in your player each month and renew your licences or end your subscription after 3 years you end up £360 poorer with nothing to listen to. People want downloads to keep, not to borrow. 

For us the ideal single pricepoint would be no more than 49p and £4.99-6.99 for albums. In a world where we're competing against free downloads, console games, mobile messaging and other forms of entertainment for the same pound in the consumer’s pocket I believe we have to try harder. And music is a volume product. People will buy more if they can afford it. 

Paul was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor (chris@e-consultancy.com). 
25. James Grieve (Marketing Manager, Justgiving) explains Online Fundraising

James has been with Justgiving since 2001 as content editor, communications manager and now marketing manager. Previously, as a freelance journalist, James wrote for a number of national newspapers including The Times and The Daily Telegraph, as well as for regional and online media. He is founder and artistic director of the arts company nabokov. 

E-consultancy: Justgiving.com is a sort of one-stop shop for charities wanting to work online – can you provide an overview of the website’s history and progress to date? 
JG: Justgiving was founded in December 1999 by Zarine Kharas, formerly an investment banker and City lawyer. Zarine believed that the time had come for a charity fundraising ASP: while charities were excited about the potential of the Internet for campaigning and fundraising, the sector lacked access to capital and skills to create sustainable systems. 

Justgiving's success proved that her vision was correct: the amount raised online through Justgiving has grown four-fold year on year since the site's launch in January 2001, to a current total of £30m. 

What are the key benefits of the web for charities? How does an aggregator such as justgiving.com help to increase awareness of online as a channel for donations? 

The web is a fundraiser's dream. No other medium enables a fundraiser to track results in real time, and to target and personalise communications. With the availability of ASP services such as Justgiving, providing a professional, secure and reliable donation service to one's supporters is now within the reach of even the smallest organisations. Unlike direct mail or TV advertising, the web genuinely creates a level playing field for charities. 

What drives people to donate online? 

People are now donating in greater numbers - as Justgiving's growth demonstrates. A clear indicator of this is that the proportion of participants in charity events who create a Personal Fundraising Page on Justgiving to collect their sponsorship is growing steadily. These people obviously do so because they trust that their friends and families will be happy to sponsor them online. 

How does online compare with offline for fundraising, in terms of ROI? Can you sum up advantages vs disadvantages? 
Thanks to ASP services the investment required to implement an online fundraising campaign is now a fraction of the cost of any other medium - particularly direct mail, which is prohibitively expensive for smaller organisations. 

There remains an important difficulty in calculating ROI for online fundraising, however: most charities' websites serve a multitude of purposes, from service provision to communications and, sometimes very low down the list of priorities, fundraising. Few charities are therefore able to disentangle their fundraising costs from their communications costs in their online budgets. 

However, it is very clear that a lot of Justgiving clients are unlocking new sources of funds through the web, particularly in the form of personal fundraising pages, where 30% of funds would not have been donated without a page (source: Justgiving sponsor survey, June 2005). 

What are the best performing acquisition channels for charities? Do you have any sense of what works best? 
Online marketing is in its infancy for charities. Only a handful of blue-chip organisations are actively pursuing this route. 

Our advice to all other charities is to do the basics first: 

· as they invest in customer acquisition through offline channels, they should capture email addresses from their supporters (it's amazing how many do not!), and offer them the opportunity to engage with them online. 

· optimise their website. 

· make their website transactional (a lot of charities sites still ask people to send cheques!) 

· treat new donors well. All too often, first-time online donors find themselves at the receiving end of the most tedious direct mail communications, all in the name of 'upgrading'. 

What is true for companies online is true for charities too. If charities saw their website as a forum for a live conversation with all their stakeholders, they would soon spot acquisition opportunities at every turn. For example, people searching for medical information online may want to raise funds for the cause, thus bringing their friends and families closer to the organisation. 

Unfortunately the fundraising department only 'owns' a small part of the website in many organisations, with campaigns or operations owning the rest and guarding it jealously. 

So, in short, the issue is not so much 'what is the best acquisition channel', but how should charities behave to ensure that their supporters find themselves genuinely welcome online? Too many charity sites are just an online version of offline materials, with no interaction possible. Charities are obsessed with control. It's time they began to trust their supporters, invite their feedback, let them contribute content, raise money for them - and the list goes on. There lies the beginning of a virtuous circle of acquisition and loyalty. 

What role do you think blogs and RSS might play for charities, going forward? Is participatory / citizen journalism going to help boost online donations? 

Justgiving’s success is built on peer-to-peer fundraising, by which we mean friends enthusing friends to support a certain cause. 

The word of a friend is ten times more powerful than any charity’s marketing material, so we have found that the greatest motivation to donate is peer encouragement. People donate to Justgiving online fundraising pages first and foremost because their friend has built the page and asked them to support it. The cause they are supporting is often secondary. 

The call to action is already being strengthened by blogs, through which individuals can chart their fundraising efforts. It is more compelling to read a diary of someone’s climb up Everest than simply to be asked to sponsor that trip. 

We are seeing people using Justgiving pages to blog (http://www.justgiving.com/mcgeeney) and we are responding by introducing proper blogging functionality to pages in the near future. Blogs will allow charities on the ground wherever they are in the world to report back directly to donors on a daily basis. 

We are also investigating ways of enabling people to circulate copy from their pages by RSS. 

As a percentage of total fundraising, how much does online contribute?
The internet is growing at an amazing pace but remains very marginal for fundraising. There are no reliable statistics on online giving in the UK. (*see below)

How can charities use digital channels to convince people to become long-term donors? 
The charities that raise substantial amounts in monthly giving online are those that have developed an authentic voice both off and online, and make a compelling case for sustained support. Medecins Sans Frontieres is a case in point. www.uk.msf.org. 

Which areas in emerging technology do you find exciting, as an internet marketer? How have broadband and mobile affected your sector? 

Broadband - for the potential offered by rich media. We look forward to the day when we can show the video of the spade digging a well in Africa to the donor who has paid for it! 

SMS - ideal for accepting donations from enthusiastic captive audiences. Reality TV shows like Big Brother and I’m A Celebrity have engaged an entire generation with text voting, and the opportunity is now there for charities to speak to young people in their own language and to ask them to donate in a way they feel comfortable donating. 

Imagine if Chris Martin of Coldplay had asked the entire Glastonbury crowd to pull out their mobiles and text a donation to charity last weekend – the potential is enormous, especially for events like concerts and football matches where SMS is the only real way people can donate instantly. 

Justgiving’s own SMS donation service to charities is currently in Beta mode and will be rolled out to all our charity clients in the near future. We aim to make the medium accessible to all charities and not just the preserve of those with the clout to take on the mobile companies and aggregators.

James was interviewed by Chris Lake , editor, E-consultancy. 
26. Rowan Gormley (founder, Virgin Wines) talks about Internet Strategy

Founder of Virgin Wines (and Virgin's financial services businesses before that) Rowan is one of the few chartered accountants that can't add, marketeers who can't spell and managers who don't. He relies on a team of dedicated and patient colleagues who compensate for his shortcomings by working very long hours for poor money and no thanks.

Personalisation and segmentation can play a big part in increasing response rates (email marketing / offers / advertising), but you need quality data to be able to improve targeting. How does Virgin Wines capture this sort of data, what do you try and find out, and how do you use this data to market to users / inform business strategy?

Everybody wants good wine and a deal - but there are actually two very different types of wine customers. What we call Convenience customers (primarily motivated by the deal) and what we call Excitement Customers (primarily motivated by the wine). 

The data that helps us differentiate them is behavioural (do they mix their own case or do they buy premixed cases) and collection - we survey all customers at least once a year, and try never to miss the chance to gather more of it.

What techniques have you used to encourage user interaction on Virgin Wines? How important is user-generated content? Advantages / issues?

We actively reward customers for interaction. Try going to www.virginwines.com/rate and you will see that we credit your account if you rate your last case.

We have found that user generated content CAN be trusted, and can improve segmentation. For example, a lot of people buy from us for the first time on a deal - but that does not mean that they always want to spend £50 on wine. We have significantly improved response rates by asking the question: ‘what do you normally spend?’ 

Website measurement should be one of the building blocks of any marketer's web strategy. Can you explain a little about how Virgin Wines analyses user activity / site performance? What have you found to be the most important - or most revealing - KPIs / trends to watch? How do you integrate business goals into web strategy? 

Very badly! Our sales are so heavily biased towards activity generated sales (eg email or direct mail) that we don't put a great deal of energy into site measurement. That being said, we track conversion rates across all of our key customer groups on a weekly basis and use A/B testing to improve navigation.

How can email/web marketers learn from traditional direct marketing tactics? What are the common similarities between offline DM and online marketing? Is email still worth bothering with? What other channels are you exploring? 

Testing, testing, testing. It never ceases to amaze me how easy it is to answer fundamental questions (like does long copy work better than short copy - and if so for which groups?) with email. And email has one huge advantage over DM, which is that open rates, click-throughs and ‘add to baskets’ tell you much more precisely where an email went right and where it went wrong.

If you told a traditional DM practitioner that they could find out which of their customers opened the envelope, read their offer and got the order form out but did not buy - they would be amazed. But that is what email marketers can do - and yet most don't. 

How important are the search engines to your business? Do you use Adwords or any of the other PPC networks? How concerned are you about keyword inflation / click fraud? 

We use Adwords, but as far as we can see wine does not lend itself to search in the same way as electrical products or lingerie for example. Not a big issue for us. 

How important is brand vs price? Is the web purely a commoditised medium, with consumers using price comparison engines to find the cheapest product, or, does a strong brand (such as Virgin) make all the difference in influencing purchasing intent? 

When it comes to wine, price is the least important factor - but becomes the most important in the absence of any others. 

If that sounds bonkers, here is an example: if a customer visits with no clear idea of what they want, the easiest thing to do is to look in special offers, on the basis that if it is 25% off then you are 25% less likely to go wrong.

If they have a specific requirement (e.g. the boss is coming to dinner on Saturday), I want some wine that says "good taste" and "I am under-paid" simultaneously - and we can find them the perfect wine - then customers don't really care about price, because the social benefit of having the right wine is more important. 

Brands are much less important in wine than they are in any other FMCG business that I know about, because they are seen as being boring. 

Fulfilment is another major issue for consumers, and as such, online businesses. Delivery options are often so inflexible that it must be restricting the adoption and growth of e-commerce. The dreaded '9am-6pm weekdays only' delivery window doesn't work if you go to work. How does Virgin Wines get around this? 

We simply leave the wine in a safe place and replace it for free if it gets nicked. It works! 

How is your affiliate marketing strategy working out? Can you share trends / examples / insight? 

Don't really have one. We used to use Tradedoubler, but they are now less than 3% of our new customer recruitment.

Extending customer lifespan / minimising churn is important for online and offline businesses. How does the internet help or hinder this process? 

Our biggest challenge is that we are easy to forget. People buy a case of wine months apart, and if we are not there to remind them that we are in business it is very easy to forget about us. 

Our solution is to complement email with an ultra high service offer - a Personal Wine Advisor - which is a real human being who gets to know you and your wine and is in a good position to make sure you get the stuff you are going to like.

What emerging interactive technologies are you particularly excited about? 

Er....human beings conversing one to one, either over the phone or email? Sorry if that sounds a bit dull, but truly personal service can only come from a person. 

And finally... can you do our readers a special deal...?

Sure. How about a free £20 introductory voucher? 
 
Go to http://www.virginwines.com/slurp and click on ‘claim a voucher’. Then put in the following: 

Voucher Code: ECONSULTANCY 
Password: champagne 

Happy drinking!

Terms & Conditions: You will need to spend your voucher within a month of receipt. Please note: this voucher is for first time customers only, can only be used once and cannot be used in conjunction with any other promotional voucher or special case offers. This voucher can only be used against a case of wine (minimum 12 bottles of 75cl each) with a minimum value of £65 (excluding delivery of £4.99). You must be 18 to buy alcohol. Virgin Wines deliver anywhere in the UK, excluding Channel Islands and the Isle of Man. (See web site for full terms and conditions.)


Rowan was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor. 

27. Richard Coombe (formerly Head of E-commerce, Direct Line) discusses Internet Marketing
Richard Coombe is the former Head of E-commerce for the Direct Line Insurance Group. Recruited into the new e-commerce division in 1999, he was instrumental in setting up www.jamjar.com, the on-line new and used car sales site. He then took over responsibility for www.directline.com and www.privilege.com and contributed to the development of the e-commerce strategy for Direct Line’s parent company, Royal Bank of Scotland Insurance

A firm believer that the e-commerce revolution in financial services has only just begun, Richard is now working as an independent e-commerce consultant and interim manager, focussing on the holistic approach to transactional web site management. He can be contacted on e-mail richardcoombe@btinternet.com
What are the major management challenges that a Head of E-commerce within in a major multi-channel (B2C) organization faces? 
They probably fall into three broad categories; reacting to rapid and far reaching business change, managing scarce resources and coping with cultural change.

Everyone in the business is familiar with the first – rapid change. It’s not just that new ideas, technology and functionality emerge every day but it is also the impact that the Internet is having on the way that consumers behave and, therefore, how businesses should respond to them.   

In financial services where e-commerce has been embraced both whole heartedly and very successfully, the competition on-line is intense and success goes to those companies who apply the strengths of the web in the most effective manner. Developing a clear e-commerce strategy is not only very difficult but it is also critical.   

In the long term I am sure of only three things; firstly, that the web sites of the future will be nothing like those of today; secondly that people will buy and administer such things as Car and Home Insurance almost exclusively on-line and, thirdly, that the competitive environment for such products is going to change both quickly and radically.

The second challenge, managing scarce resources, will again be familiar to most people. How, in a world where it takes months, even years, to take a development project from concept to launch, can you respond to day-to-day competitive pressures? This is particularly relevant in a high volume, consumer experience driven market such as general insurance.   

However, there is another, even greater challenge, and that is the skills gap. On the IT technical side the market is saturated with skilled people. On the marketing customer acquisition side there are fewer skilled people available but it is a declining problem. Where there is a distinct shortage is for a new breed of manager, the people who can develop and manage a web site to maximize its purpose, be it sales, communication or product servicing

The third challenge is managing cultural change, which is important purely because of the speed of change of e-commerce. When the telephone emerged as a new business channel it was traumatic for many businesses but the pace of change took place over ten to fifteen years and people had time to adapt. With the Internet the period has been shortened to a few years, which is often not enough time for people to adapt, particularly when they feel that their jobs could be in jeopardy.

What have you learnt about what makes an e-commerce operation successful? 
The best e-commerce organization that I have worked in was one where the key functions – Infrastructure, IT Development, Acquisition Marketing and the Business (products, pricing, services, etc.) all worked together in the same place under the same management team.   

The speed of response, commitment and work output was extraordinary and, in a world where everything is constantly changing, it proved an ideal structure. That such an organization existed was a manifestation of the other key lesson that I have learnt – total commitment from the top of the company to making e-commerce work.

“Integration” and “multi-channel marketing” are the buzzwords-du-jour, but how do you go about successfully integrating (or not) digital within a much larger organization? 

You have to be driven, in the first place, by what the consumer wants. If the consumer contacts a business via the web site then that is their chosen channel. Unless the reasons for doing so are clear and acceptable to the consumer, trying to switch them to another channel, say the phone, is a risky thing to do. When there are so many competitors a couple of clicks away I think that you need compelling reasons for forcing consumers to switch channels.   

However, where consumers choose to switch channel – and there is plenty of evidence that people want to speak to a real person if they have a problem or payment concerns – a smooth and efficient transfer from web to person is essential. If the Internet and the Phone channels both use the same basic back-end systems (e.g. an insurance underwriting system) and the data given by the consumer on-line is visible to the operator, then there shouldn’t be a problem – though specialist Internet phone operators tend to be more effective than general pool operators.   

In the future, however, VOIP is going to be the preferred route for certainly most financial services providers; speaking to customers via their PC whilst they are in the buying/servicing process will be both more efficient and more effective, but I can’t see that happening in large volumes for another four or five years.

Obviously every business is different, but do you have any learnings on what works best in terms of how to go about measuring, optimising and rewarding business performance for an e-commerce operation? 

An interesting challenge! A comprehensive Management Information System that integrates both on-line data – speed, availability, visits, routes, exits, etc. – with off-line – sales, cancellations, customer characteristics, etc. – is absolutely essential for both day-to-day management as well as strategic planning.

Rewarding e-commerce by results can be more difficult, partly because everything is constantly changing in the external environment, partly because development lead times are generally so long that an e-commerce inspired change can take an age to have an impact and partly because critical conversion factors such as price will usually be set elsewhere. 

New measures are needed that reward people for the consumer experience and the performance of the web site and which recognize the things that other channels can’t do such as cross and up-selling, relationship building, etc.   

Where should e-commerce sit within an organization and how should the team be structured? 
Most companies are in the same boat; they are trying to learn how to cope with a completely new way of doing business, one that is changing all the time and is often having a radical impact upon their industry.   

However, because it is so new there is little best practice that they can follow and fewer skilled resources that they can call upon, particularly within the business. In such circumstances I believe that there are two rules: concentrate resources and focus management. This means creating a specialist e-commerce team that includes, directly or indirectly, all the key functions and giving it the highest possible level of management. Functions that are dispersed within IT, marketing or elsewhere in the business risk getting lost and distracted. 

When e-commerce has matured in, say, ten years time and everyone has a better understanding of how to manage it there may come a time to adopt a more conventional organizational structure, but not now in these revolutionary days.

Our research has suggested that access to IT resource is a major headache for many e-commerce managers – do you agree? Any ideas on how best to alleviate this? 
IT development is the life-blood of e-commerce at the moment and, in these times of constant change, there is never going to be enough of it, partly because it is expensive but also because there is a limit to the number of people who can work on a piece of code at any one time. Given this basic fact there are two issues that need to be addressed; speed versus quality and the development planning process.

Speed versus quality is a cultural issue. Entrepreneurial businesses are more focused on the outcome of making the changes to the site or the systems that support it and are less concerned with the processes for delivering or testing those changes – very much a suck-it-and-see approach. Things get done quickly but putting right any mistakes made can be a costly and time-consuming business. The other view is the more pedantic, let’s get it 100% right first time approach. Neither extreme is likely to be right in the current environment but where a business settles on the continuum between the two extremes needs to be debated and the implications for the business clearly understood.

Having a good development planning process is the key to using scarce IT resources most effectively and books could be written on this subject. The day-to-day micro changes need to be identified, scoped, justified, developed and tested in a pragmatic manner so that an hours development time does not take a week to deliver. At the same time larger and more complex pieces of work need to be planned in the light of available resources over a much longer period, probably 18 months.

You worked for a famously successful direct organization. What have you learnt about the role of brand in influencing online sales, or the role of online in impacting brand metrics? 

There is no doubt that a high profile brand name helps in a highly competitive market place like insurance; it’s what many people search on. It is also very valuable when it come to persuading people to buy, especially when market prices are similar.   

However, it does look as though the power of a brand on-line is less than it is off. On the Internet the power has switched from the seller to the consumer – search engines and aggregators mean that they can ignore conventional advertising and make choices based upon other factors. Known brands will still be trusted more than unknown, especially in financial services, but the traditional players may well find that their previously undisputed advantages are starting to slip away.

There are an awful lot of brands selling insurance on the Internet at the moment and I can’t help wondering whether, in a world where we have only a handful of on-line book sellers, grocers, auction sites, etc. whether they will all survive the next few years.

What do you see as the greatest opportunities and threats for retail financial services players online over the next 2 years? 
I believe that within the next few years the vast majority of financial services business will be done on-line, both selling products and servicing them.   

I also believe that web sites will move from their current design, which is an off-line process web-enabled, i.e. electronic form filling, to a new generation driven far more by what the Internet can do to meet changing consumer expectations. We will start to see this over the next two years. Sectors of the financial services market will be come even more competitive, and the winners will be those who focus most effectively on e-commerce.

Richard was interview by Ashley Friedlein. 
28. Steve Borges (founder, Biglight Marketing) talks about Online Retail
Steve Borges is a former Director of Philips Electronics and Dixons Group, with significant experience in Finance, Commercial Management, Sales & Marketing, Marketing Communications and e-Commerce. Whilst at Dixons he was responsible for Group Advertising and Direct Businesses, including e-commerce and direct marketing.

Steve set up Biglight Marketing in April 2004 to provide support to retailers in the field of Service Marketing, eCommerce Optimisation and Strategic Development; Biglight’s clients include Jessops, Comet, Dixons Group, Domestic & General and MetaPack. Steve can be contacted on (mb) 07793 508946 or email steve.borges@biglight.uk.com
Where are the biggest opportunities for retailers to improve the profitability of their online channels? 

The most efficient mass-market retail model in the offline world is to erect big sheds, trunk goods to them in volume and attract customers to come along, buy and take their purchases away in their own cars. This model has endured (so far) because it is convenient for customers and profitable to operate. In this world, infrastructure costs are high and profitability is achieved by driving sales (whilst keeping a close eye on margins) beyond the point where they are covered. This sounds obvious, but it works because variable costs per-order are low relative to margins.

Online retailing is very different because infrastructure costs are lower, allowing national retail coverage to be achieved for a fraction of the cost of a fully-staffed store network, but margins are slimmer and variable costs per order are higher. This makes it far harder for retailers to ‘trade’ their way to profitability since costs simply mount in proportion to sales growth; if they also have an offline presence, the problem is compounded. For online retailers, every single opportunity must be taken to reduce variable costs to assist in achieving profitability.

Today’s online retailers have become adept at developing digital marketing strategies and building sites to drive traffic and maximise sales conversion and have largely dealt with the credit card fraud issue, making high chargebacks a thing of the past. But opportunities still lie in some of the other variable cost areas of their businesses, namely:

· Fulfilment costs 

· Customer contact costs 

· Returns processing costs 

These account for a large proportion of total cost per order, yet still receive insufficient attention. By addressing these costs, retailers can both improve the profitability of their online channels and positively impact customer service. 

It sounds obvious, but these costs are driven by a retailer’s chosen approach to product delivery, how well they communicate with their customers about delivery arrangements and their returns policies and processes. 

So how can retailers’ approach to delivery reduce fulfilment costs AND improve customer service? 

There is compelling evidence that the use of a number of parcel carriers, rather than a single carrier helps retailers achieve lower distribution costs and better customer service. There are three aspects to this:

The first is capability. Today, no single carrier has the capability to carry every type of parcel to every address in the UK. Each operator has parcel types (weight or size) to which their network is better suited and regions where their infrastructure is strongest. For carriers, parcel traffic that matches their capabilities is attractive, as they can process it efficiently and profitably, whereas traffic that doesn’t is more awkward and expensive to handle and is more likely to result in delivery failure.

It follows that, unless retailers sell goods that are similar in weight and size, to similar geographical locations, they would be better off using a number of parcel carriers than a single carrier to meet their customers’ delivery needs. By doing this they can not only reduce their distribution costs, but also improve the quality of delivery service their customers receive.

The second aspect is convenience. Verdict research now consistently finds that convenience is one of the main reasons consumers shop online, yet recent research we did for MetaPack into the UK’s top 130 retail websites, found that 60% of retailers provided only one delivery option and a further 20% provided just two. We found that a single option typically meant delivery in 3-5 working days and the most common second option was an express delivery version of the first, such as ‘within 2 working days’. This sounds far from convenient to me.

The use of a number of parcel carriers allows retailers to provide a wider range of delivery options to their customers, which can improve sales conversion and reduce delivery failures. As an added bonus, some of these options can command premium delivery charges, generating welcome additional margin.

The third aspect is flexibility. Carriers, like any other business, suffer from occasional spikes in demand and interruptions in service, driven by events such as industrial action. By using a range of carriers, retailers can assure continuity of service in times of difficulty by switching volume to an alternative provider. 

At what point in the online purchase process would you recommend delivery options, prices, and so on be flagged up to the customer? 

In the research I mentioned earlier, we found that 66% of retailers provide no information about delivery during the product selection process before the customer gets to the shopping basket and in 59% of cases, no information about delivery, other than its cost, was provided during the checkout process.

In my view, the delivery service the retailer provides is an essential part of their overall proposition and should be communicated as early in the product selection process as possible. I think www.comet.co.uk is a good example: on this site a delivery icon on each product page provides a pop-up with real-time information about the delivery options and timeslots available. I think this gives customers the confidence to buy and is an excellent tool to sell-up to premium delivery services. 

If retailers choose not to flag-up delivery options until later that’s fine, but in my view it’s essential this happens before the customer is asked to register or sign-in. Can you imagine an equivalent process in the offline world, where a customer is asked to provide personal information (including payment card details) before being told when they can get hold of the product they are interested in buying?

It makes no sense not to communicate delivery details at all and this happens far too often.

I believe that the poor communication in the market today is related to the convenience point I mentioned earlier – many retailers are very aware that the propositions they have on offer aren’t up to scratch, so they don’t go out of their way to promote them. This not only constrains conversion, it also generates a totally unnecessary volume of after-sales calls and emails, which carriers call WISMO enquiries (Where Is My Order?). Today, many online retailers still suffer a 1:1 ratio of contacts to orders – that means that every order results in one customer contact by email, phone or letter, or every other order results in two contacts and so on... 

This is an issue that’s not so difficult to tackle and any improvements retailers make can save a lot of customer frustration and reduce costs.

What are the advantages / disadvantages of being a multi-channel organisation, with a physical presence, versus an online pureplay or direct-only organization, in terms of fulfilment? 
Multi-channel retailers suffer from the dilemma I mentioned before. Unlike pureplay retailers they have a high fixed cost base, but still bear high variable costs if they choose to trade online. A multi-channel retailer would really rather sell products through their store network as margins are higher and per-unit costs are lower. However, they are forced to operate in this channel because, unless they achieve the same market share online as they have offline, their market share will simply decline when, as everyone expects, more business migrates online.

So how can multi-channel retailers possibly compete? Well, the answer lies not in them trying to beat pureplay retailers at their own game, but in their ability to leverage their offline assets to improve customer convenience and reduce costs. Two significant examples of this exist already and I’m sure more will emerge in time.

The first, which has been around for a while now, is the ability to return products to a store. In this world of Distance Selling Regulations and WEEE directives, returns have become a significant aspect of online trading. If customers find waiting in for a product to be delivered annoying, they find hanging about for unwanted goods to be collected even less appealing. In addition it’s expensive to collect goods and they often come back damaged. There are significant customer service and cost advantages in encouraging returns to be dropped off at a local branch, which a pureplay retailer would find hard to replicate.

The second area, which is now prevalent in the US, is the ability to order goods online and collect them in-store: have a look at www.bestbuy.com if you want to see how it’s done. A few retailers, such as www.argos.co.uk and www.pcworld.co.uk have started to provide this service in the UK. If customers are turning to the internet to make shopping easier, this is a classic example – rather than popping into town at lunchtime to find that last-minute gift, customers can select the product they want online and collect it from the most convenient retail park on their way home. Pureplay retailers will find it very hard to match this.

What do you think will be the main trends in these areas over the next 2 years? 

I’m confident that retailers will improve the number and quality of the delivery options they make available and that this will become a much bigger element in a customer’s decision about where to shop. This will be driven by a number of factors, including employers beginning to object to their mailrooms being used by employees to receive and sort personal purchases and customers purchasing a wider range of goods online.

I think collect at store is going to be huge for online retailers and great for customers. This will put even more pressure on online retailers to address the delivery convenience issue.

I think that returns are a bigger issue and have a bigger impact on costs than retailers realise at the moment, so I would expect more innovative solutions to this issue to emerge over the next couple of years.

I haven’t mentioned delivery or collection points yet, such as those provided by Collectpoint and Royal Mail. They absolutely make sense and sound like a great solution to some of the difficulties of home delivery, but have so far failed to capture the retailers’ or customers’ imagination. That’s not to say they won’t and they may eventually play a part in the mix.

Steve was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 
29. William Cooper (CMO, Tradedoubler) explains Affiliate Marketing Strategy
William Cooper joined TradeDoubler at the beginning of 2000 tasked initially with setting up its UK operation. Having spent two years as Managing Director of the UK office, William took on the position as Vice President International sales where he was responsible for developing major partnerships for the company as well as co-ordinating and supporting TradeDoubler’s international sales organisation. William took on the role of CMO in November 2003.

It has been a rollercoaster past few years for the affiliate networks, with major growth in the numbers of merchants (e.g. retailers) and affiliates (publishers). Can you give us a brief insider’s glimpse of how the market has developed? Whereabouts are we in 2005? 

We estimate that there are over 2,000 affiliate programs currently running in the UK and that today affiliate marketing is often mentioned in the same breath as search marketing as an essential part of the online marketing mix. 

The fact that affiliate marketing can generate on average between 10-25% of our advertisers online sales is a clear indication of how affiliate marketing has developed over the past 5 and a half years. 

The market has developed to the extent that the majority of the major advertisers, excluding FMCG, use affiliate marketing. In addition thousands more professional publishers have realised the financial benefits of working on a CPA basis.

This growth has been greatly assisted by the functionality that affiliate marketing networks like Tradedoubler provides, but also underpinned by the rapid growth in broadband penetration and subsequent rise in e-commerce.

Which merchant sectors have been the most successful at exploiting affiliate marketing? 
The financial services sector has experienced huge online growth in 2005 and much of this has been derived from affiliate marketing. TradeDoubler’s monthly Tracker which provides analysis on sales tracked and generated through our European network shows that in Q1 05 this sector grew by a staggering 121%. 

Other sectors which continue to benefit hugely from affiliate marketing are the consumer electronics, travel, entertainment, and telecoms sectors.

Are there any sectors that have tried affiliate marketing but found that it doesn’t work for their business? 
TradeDoubler runs affiliate programs for over 900 clients across Europe, with sectors ranging from financial services and clothing to gaming and health & beauty. There is no doubt that the affiliate marketing model works better for some sectors than others, however even the slow adopters such as the FMCG and automotive sectors are beginning to realise the importance of the model. 

For example, the automotive sector increasingly uses affiliate marketing to generate qualified leads in the form of test drive bookings or requests for further information.  

What are the common traits of the best performing affiliates (publishers)? What sort of marketing techniques work best on these sites, in terms of attracting visitors and driving relevant traffic to merchant sites? 
Best performing affiliates will implement all the available online marketing techniques to attract visitors to their sites. Typically a mix of Search Engine Optimisation, Search Engine Marketing, well written useful end user copy (targeted at the merchants products and sector to keep users on the site and entice them back), value added services (e.g. price comparison, gift finder) and email marketing. 

Balancing their efforts amongst these techniques will ensure that if one traffic source dries up (e.g. Google dance) then they have 3 or 4 other high traffic sources capable of driving significant visitors to the site. 

In terms of what works most effectively, this depends on how competitive the sector is (for search engine rankings) and how well the merchants you have on the site convert – for example, higher conversions will result in a higher earning per exit click and therefore allows you to bid higher in Pay Per Click engines if that is your preferred method of driving traffic.

Tracking user behaviour across the web is going to become much harder if rumours of cookie blocking software in new browsers like IE7 become reality. How would widespread cookie blocking initiatives affect your business? What alternatives do you have to counteract these potential problems? 
Cookies have been used to track online relationships due to the straightforward merchant implementation and event reconciliation - so although cookie blocking can affect tracking (our own research puts this figure at a couple of percent at most) it is not the only available method with which to track. 

TradeDoubler started re-implementing our merchants with our G2 (second generation) tracking implementation last year which does not rely on third party cookies to track affiliate referred events.

What tips do you have for merchants, in terms of optimising their affiliate marketing campaigns? 
There are many factors that a merchant should bear in mind when running an affiliate marketing program in order to maximise its success. 

Effective communication with affiliates is key to ensuring they are kept up to date with a merchant's current offers and activity, as is ensuring your online creatives are up to date (including any seasonal promotions) and consistent with other on and offline marketing activity.  

Ensuring that the correct commission rates are set is also crucial – set them too low and affiliates will not be interested in promoting your program, but if you pay out too much commission to your affiliates, you begin to diminish your own returns. 

Providing your affiliates with product feeds and allowing them to deep link through to the relevant page of your site will also help to significantly increase conversion rates. Affiliates need to be incentivised to promote your products over those of your competitors, higher commissions or bonuses for top performing affiliates can greatly help. 

Keyword bidding on Google Adwords has become a thorny issue with many merchants concerned about affiliates bidding on trademarked terms. But we know of major retailers that openly endorse this, since there is a branding benefit and they’re not paying for it, so it extends reach. What are your thoughts on this? 

While many retailers are concerned about allowing affiliates to bid on their brand name and trademarked terms, advertisers who do not allow their affiliates to do this run the risk of allowing their competitors to do so without any challenge.

Allowing affiliates to bid on trademarked terms and brand names means that an advertiser will ultimately receive more listings in the top search engine rankings linking to their products / services, increasing the chance of a user eventually clicking through to their site rather than to a competitor website.

At TradeDoubler we clearly specify what the keyword buying policy is with any program. Advertisers can either restrict their publishers from bidding on certain terms and keywords or if they are happy to do so, give affiliates free reign to bid on all related keywords. We can discuss and advise on the implications of their chosen policy prior to the launch of their program. 

Amazon gives affiliates a tiny 24-hour window in which to generate commissions (a one-day cookie), so if a referred user purchases something after 5 days the affiliate earns nothing. However, research has shown that the buying cycle can take up to 12 weeks. I think this is a little tight for a pureplay online retailer (albeit a low-margin one). What advice do you give to merchants about setting cookie timeframes? 
A competitive cookie length is extremely important in affiliate marketing, especially when you consider there are over 2,000 publicly available UK programs giving sector specific affiliates a wide choice over who to partner with. TradeDoubler advises all merchants to offer a cookie length of at least 30 days, but we strongly recommend they offer a 45 day cookie to prospective affiliate partners. 

Some sectors have a longer "lead time" than others, entertainment and finance for example, therefore no matter how well an affiliate "pre-sells" a merchant and its products the longer cookie length protects their time and resource investment whilst at the same time giving the affiliate constant feedback in to the ROI they generate from that merchant.

CPA deals do not factor in the branding benefits that an affiliate with a high Google ranking can deliver. How do you think merchants should reward their more visible vs. better performing affiliates. Is it just about sales, or is there more to affiliate marketing than conversions? 
Many of our merchants are aware of the branding benefits associated with some of their key affiliate partners, and special commission arrangements are often facilitated by the account manager between the merchant and the affiliate. 

Generally an affiliate who has excellent placement for sector related searches in the search engines will also generate the most traffic and are therefore rewarded with higher commission, and bonuses, due to their performance. 

Affiliates who believe their site offers particular branding value to a merchant are always equipped with the necessary site statistics and case studies to confirm the value of their inventory. Affiliate marketing has evolved beyond the "trial and error" technique and comprehensive industry knowledge and experience allows all 3 parties to weigh up opportunities, value them accordingly and implement the best fit solution - partner flexibility is key.

TradeDoubler can also track "post impression" events, so for merchants who are keen to improve the value of their affiliate program and cater for premium affiliates whose inventory is more expensive allows the merchant and the affiliate to benefit from impression based events (such as impression, sales and leads).

How will affiliate marketing develop over the coming 24 months? Will affiliate networks diversify into vertical sectors, like search / price comparison engines? 
I cannot comment on other affiliate networks, however within affiliate marketing, we will continue to raise our level of service both towards the advertiser but just as importantly towards the publisher. 

We constantly aim to provide the best functionality and therefore user experience for all parties involved. In addition, over the past three years we have diversified our offering by introducing different products such as the Media Toolbox (our tracking and ad serving technology) and running short-term campaigns often using the CPC and CPM payment metrics.

B2B affiliate marketing remains a small part of the mix. I guess it is harder to accurately track sales that close offline, although this happens with high street retailers too. Is this part of a bigger issue with the CPA model? How can you grow B2B affiliate activity? 
Regarding tracking offline sales, we are currently trialling a coupon-based method of tracking offline sales. The B2B sector remains a more complex area, however dependent on specific sectors we have achieved success with this as well. There is no doubt that a more targeted approach forming a select network of publishers is the preferred route to achieving results for B2B advertisers.

Will was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 
30. Bryan & Jeffrey Eisenberg (co-founders, Future Now Inc.) on Persuasion and Conversion
Bryan & Jeffrey Eisenberg are the co-founders of Future Now, Inc.: a consulting firm focused on helping clients persuade and convert their website's traffic into leads, customers and sales by applying their patent pending Persuasion Architecture methodology and software, and proven conversion rate optimization methods.

Future Now’s client list includes Dell Computers, PriceWaterhouseCoopers, Overstock.com, Disney, NBC Universal, Volvo, Computer Associates, GE, Everbank, CafePress.com, LowerMyBills, WebEx and many others. They are co-authors of Persuasive Online Copywriting and the newly top-selling release Call To Action: Secret Formulas To Improve Online Results. 

What’s your background and how did you fall in love with the internet as a marketing channel? 

BE: Chris, my first experiences online was back in 1982 when I setup my first BBS. Even then I was fascinated to see what people did when they logged in, and what they decided to navigate to. 
I have had a fascination my whole life in trying to answer the question "what makes people do the things they do?" 

After college I went on to work as a social worker. I think the biggest persuasion challenge anyone must face is to persuade a paranoid schizophrenic that they must take their medication and shower. In December 1997, we started Future Now, with our only focus being: how do we get people to do what we want them to do on our sites. 

In your ‘Call To Action’ book you suggest that “familiarity and trust in a brand is one of the top 3 obstacles to buying from an online retailer”. Many retailers are currently struggling with the ‘price vs brand’ issue. Does the brand matter as much as we think it does? Do you think consumers always factor in brand, alongside price? 
JE: Competing on price alone is like taking cocaine; it might give a quick boost but you’ll pay for it later. Value is what customers are looking for. I’m not waffling on this answer. Value is hard to define but easy to spot when you see it. 

Our job as marketers is to help the customer gain confidence that our product or service has true value. Brands matter to the extent that they help provide that confidence. 

Last year we discovered that about 50% of pages on the top 15 UK retail sites couldn’t be found via a keyword search, when in fact they were there all along and could be found via link navigation. If you were faced with this issue how strategically important would it be to fix it vs improving the conversion rate? 
JE: There is no simple answer to this question; it would depend on each individual website. What good is a page that is found but can’t convert or doesn’t bring the visitor close to converting? There is an obsession with being found. 

When we take on new clients that have performed aggressive SEM campaigns we find that the single page access rates are usually alarmingly high.  

What would you say the key building blocks to a successful website are? 
BE: In our new book “Call To Action: Secret Formulas to Improve Online Results” we provide a six-part framework for a successful website. I’ll give you all six with an extremely abbreviated definition: 

1. Planning – how you will measure success 
2. Structure – how the content is placed in context 
3. Momentum – how you move people along their buying process 
4. Communication – how you communicate value 
5. Value – how you actually provide value 
6. Accountability – how you measure, test and optimize the above 

What are the key elements of web page design, in your opinion? Are there any ethical issues to consider when implementing persuasion architecture / persuasive design? 
BE: The whole framework for persuasion architecture is based on the key building blocks; first you must understand your business topology (what the market, competition, sales process and values your product or service provides), this must be tied in with your goals and KPIs, from there you must focus in on a deep motivational understanding of your customers, how do they do their research and gather buying information, what linguistics do they use, how do they make purchase decisions, how you need to present to them and what objections you need to overcome. 

From there we plan the interaction your visitor will take click to click. We must map out what will continue being relevant with every click they take. From there we worry about the messaging of each page, what imagery will work for the visitors we expect to engage on this page. We then plan each individual element on the page once they have been prioritized and enhanced for maximum persuasiveness. Then we group it all together to make a designed page and work to optimize it for download speed, coding and search engine marketing. 

All this brings us back around to implementation and then optimization. There are no ethical issues as the focus of persuasion architecture is helping the visitor engage and resolve their buying process while we integrate the sales process. In other words we are helping the visitor buy the way they want to be sold. 

You are a passionate advocate of the power of words. Can you explain why you think good copy is so important / compelling / persuasive / necessary?  
JE: I know that conventional wisdom holds that a picture is worth a thousand words. The one thing I know is that this kind of knowledge is conventional but I often doubt its wisdom. 

Wars have been fought over the definitions of words but not over pictures. Words are what make us human; since only humans have the unique ability to assign complex meanings to words. Words are what stir our passions, give life to our ideas, allow us to reason and to persuade others to share our perspective. If our perspective has value then often the best way to communicate it is with great copy. 

Short copy is better for persuasion, but longer copy may be better for Google… how do you strike the right balance online? 
JE: Who said short copy is better for persuasion? Who said long copy was better for persuasion? Who said that long or short copy is a high priority for being found in Google? Who makes these rules? Copy should be as long or as short and is necessary to properly cover a subject. The only thing we insist on is that copy must be relevant for every visitor no matter what their question or where they are in their buying process. 

Frankly, mediocre copy that answers your prospects questions will outperform well-written copy that doesn’t hit the mark.

You say a homepage should be no heavier than 40k. Why is this? Can usability and other rules be applied to all websites, or is there no such thing as a one-size-fits-all model?  
BE: There has been a long known interaction rule of 7-8 seconds to capture someone’s attention. A radio ad has 7 seconds to engage you and so does a website. The truth is what people really want is interaction, and interaction happens at sub-second speeds. 

As bandwidth pipes increase designers feel they can increase the page weight of a site, when in fact the inverse is the truth. People expect things faster and faster. There are exceptions; we do occasionally want to opt-in for a rich media experience, but most pages should strive to load as quickly as possible, even if visitors are on broadband. 

Take a look at how Google even highlights the fact that they bring “Results 1 - 10 of about 148,000 for bryan eisenberg. (0.06 seconds)” 

A well-defined and strategically designed checkout is vital to the performance of any online retailer. Do you have any tips for retailers? What are the factors they need to consider? 
1. Keep the process as simple as possible, no more steps than necessary. If you have multiple steps provide a progress indicator for the number of steps. 

2. Provide “Shop with Confidence” Messages. Remind people during each stage of checkout of your return policy, guarantee, security and privacy policies, as well as any other pertinent answers to their questions.

3. Try to keep your forms above the fold. If people feel they have to scroll or they see too many fields side to side on a page (think several billing and shipping fields side by side) the form gives the perception that it may take too long to complete. 

In our book Call to Action we give many more tips for reducing shopping cart abandonment and for getting visitors to complete forms (for those B2B companies.) 

In Call To Action you talk about the irony of having a bad experience with a retailer, but thinking more of them after they dealt with the matter in a satisfactory way. I couldn’t agree more, but with price commoditisation many retailers aren’t investing in decent customer service. Thoughts? 
JE: Those retailers who are competing only on price and neglecting their customers should give us a call in five years and let us know how it worked out for them. 

What are your top five tips for improving conversion rates? 
BE: We provide hundreds of tips in Call To Action including tips from twenty colleagues whose expertise we respect. Improving conversions is mostly hard work involving thousands of details. I would hate to tell people that there are a top five. Nevertheless, I’ll give you these: 

1. Plan multiple conversion scenarios based on diverse market segments 
2. Execute on those plans 
3. Measure the results of those plans 
4. Test those plans to improve them 
5. Repeat tips #1 - #4 

I bet you and your brother were scary children with Jedi-like persuasive powers. Who is the most persuasive and why? 
JE: Bryan looks a bit like Yoda, doesn’t he?
BE: … and Jeffrey snores like Chewbacca. 
JE: All kidding aside, Bryan and I are long-time students of persuasion. We are both fascinated by what makes people do the things they do. We don’t compete to be more persuasive; we simply work harder than most people to understand what motivates people.

Bryan and Jeffrey Eisenberg were interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 
31. B.L. Ochman (PR guru) discusses Online PR
Internet and Outernet marketing strategist, publicist, journalist and sought-after corporate speaker B.L. Ochman heads the creative team of whatsnextonline.com. 

A New York City native, Ochman ran an award-winning New York PR firm that grew to one of the 100 largest independent PR firms in the US before she turned her talents to the Internet in 1995. Her internet marketing successes include online strategy consultation for Ford Motors and internet public relations consultation to IBM. 

How did you find your way towards the internet, or did it find you? 

I'm a voracious reader and trend hound, so I was on the Internet by '95. Kind of a late early adopter. As soon as I saw it, I lost all interest in traditional PR. I was running an agency that was one of the top 100 independent PR firms, and I transformed it into an Internet marketing firm.

I never did traditional PR. I always have viewed PR as one part of the marketing mix, which includes everything from how you answer the phone to how you talk to media.

Your background is in offline PR. Did this shape your approach to the web in any particular way? 
It was clear to me from the gitgo that the Internet was the most extraordinary marketing opportunity ever developed. My first online project was a site for Just For Men hair colour. A political reporter has noticed that both Clinton and Dole were changing their hair colour from event to event.

So we did a poll, asking people to pick the hair colour they preferred on each candidate. It was only online for two weeks, but we got many thousands of votes and we generated coverage in newspapers, magazines and TV. I was hooked. We used the new technology to make marketing fun, and then we used PR tools to get coverage.

I certainly did take a marketing approach to the project. And I've done that with every online project I've ever handled. PR is part of marketing, just a tool. 

Why do you think the majority of PR firms are clueless when it comes to the web? What is it that they are missing? 
PR firms are technophobic for one thing. And they don't tend to keep up with changes happening around them. When I was moderating I-PR (a list with 15,000 PR and marketing subscribers) three years ago, there was widespread bitching about blogging when I started bringing it up. "I just don't have time for it" was the mantra. 

Now I'm asked to speak at conferences and seminars all the time to get PR people and other marketers up to speed on blogging. But they're still asking me to define the word blog. Sigh.

But we didn't have time for email or faxes for that matter, until they became the norm.  Most PR agencies are stuck in an old model of sending out press releases about corporate crap and increasingly, nobody is listening.

The sales department of a lot of companies seized the web site as their territory. PR needs to fight to get control. What they're missing is that the Internet is an incredible way to get next to customers and interact with them directly. That's an amazing opportunity.

To do that, flacks have to learn about technology, search engine marketing, blogging, and a whole lot of tools that take communication way beyond press releases. While the traditional release is dead, there is room for a new format and a new approach to releases that journalists will read. Hint: they aren't 1,000 words long.

Do you have any examples of PR campaigns executed brilliantly on the web? 

Recently, we've seen Martha Stewart using her website to tell her side of her story, which was a brilliant idea. John Kerry asking Americans to co-sponsor his child health care bill was a great move too.

Picture the scene: You have been appointed in a crisis management role by a client that told you a negative story was just about to break on Google News. How would you use digital channels to minimise the backlash? 

For starters I would issue a release with a statement of the client's point of view and indicate their willingness to discuss the issue and make sure I search engine optimized it so it would be more likely to be picked up in Google's database.

Assuming the client was blogging (and mine are) I would use the blog to post a response. I would use PubSub, Technorati, Bloglines and Intelliseek to monitor the conversation on blogs. And I would have the client respond, quickly, openly to the posts being made.

You’ve worked Ford to help it define and implement its internet strategy. Can you give us an idea about how such a massive global brand uses the web? What are the challenges for a company like Ford? 

The challenges are huge. For one thing, a public company of that size is very limited in how quickly it can move because of all the approval layers. Bob Lutz, Vice Chairman of General Motors, is blogging and has been well-received in the blogosphere. Where's the Ford blog?

Issues include whether or not to allow everyone, or only registered journalists to enter the press room on the corporate site; how not to cannibalize dealers' businesses, how to respond to consumer complaints in a satisfactory way. Where to advertise online and how is another big issue.

I know you’re a big fan of blogs, but should every company have its own blog, or are there instances where it is a bad idea? 
Blogs are nothing more than a content management system and a communications tool. I do not think every company should blog. Blogs are daily journalism and they take time, the ability to write and the willingness to respond. I covered this question extensively in my article, Do You Really Need a Blog?
Thankfully we’re seeing a huge shift towards pull-marketing, after years of pop-ups and intrusion. Which emerging marketing trends are you most excited about? 
I don't really believe there is such a thing as pull marketing. I think you are talking about the fact that marketers are using better creative and trying to engage consumers. But they are still selling, no matter what form it takes. There are purists who say bloggers shouldn't use press releases, notify other bloggers when they have a juicy post, or advertise. But purists often aren't realists. A lot of A-list bloggers are damn good self-promoters, even when they tell you they aren't.

What are your top five tips for internet marketers? 

1 - Be interesting
2 - Be relevant
3 - Don't be afraid of controversy
4 - Be honest 
5 - Be responsive

Why do people continue to use CAPS LOCK for headlines on press releases? Why did they ever bother with capitalization in the first place? 

Funny question. I still do it. It was what I learned in my first job. The New York Times does it. I'm just following their stylebook. What's wrong with caps in a headline?

Capitalisation can reduce your email delivery rate, since capitals are often considered to be a spammy tactic by filtering software. It also reduces reading speeds by around 10%. And it looks RUBBISH ON GOOGLE. So, to help maximise email delivery you should ditch CAPS LOCK!
B.L. was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy.com. 
32. Dan Drury (CEO, SimFic) talks about Web Analytics
Dan Drury started a software development company in 1993 fresh out of university. Within 7 years, he sold this profitable and award-winning company, remaining as Head of Software at the parent company for 18 months. In 2001, he returned to his entrepreneurial roots investing in web analytics start-up WebAbacus and became full-time CEO in 2003 after raising venture funding. Dan was the vanguard of a recent merger with The Usability Company and has chosen a non-executive position in the new company. Dan is an active angel investor and non-executive at several companies.

What made you want to get involved with the internet and where did you start? 
Running a software business from 1993, we saw the Internet approach firstly in the form of e-mail being a useful tool for communication, then increasingly as a deployment technology for the applications we were producing for clients. We never actually built web sites (outsourcing even the development of our own) but gradually during the late 90's all our project work became Internet driven in one way or another. After selling the company we worked almost exclusively on Internet projects, including a community portal for risk managers that grew rapidly with members in over 100 countries.

Why did you pick web analytics as your sector of choice when setting up an internet business? 
After the launch of the portal project, the most common questions I was asked were “how many new members today?”, “what content is most popular?”, “how often are people visiting?”. We had an early version of WebTrends, but it wasn't giving us the answers we needed. I figured that there must be people in all kinds of businesses hungry for this kind of information. 

The first version of WebAbacus had just been developed by an old business associate I knew, and after taking a look, I decided this was the business I wanted to be in.

How has web analytics evolved since you launched WebAbacus? 
In many ways. Firstly: the shift from IT to Business focus. Early tools tended to be for IT people looking at technical data. I was attracted to WebAbacus's more people oriented focus, highlighting visitor behaviour rather than server-side “stats”. 

Secondly: the move from “like to have” to “must have” technology. Three years ago most companies nodded politely and moved on, only a small number saw the opportunity and advantage web analytics could give them. Today, it's hard to find a business that does not employ some kind of web analytics technology. 

Thirdly: the change from web analytics living in it's own silo to being blended with data from other business areas, e.g. CRM, marketing delivery & response data, call centres, etc. This makes sense as people increasingly talk about multi-channel marketing, with customers free to cross from one channel to another.

WebAbacus last month merged with The Usability Company, to create a broader offering and one-stop shop for measurement and usability requirements. Talk us through the rationale behind this move. 

Now that organisations have learned to measure, 2005 and beyond will be more about results. Unfortunately it's not enough to just buy software – too many people expect the tool to have all the answers and all it gives them is the data. 

While WebAbacus and the other leading vendors have invested heavily in better user interfaces and increasingly innovative ways to turn data into information, there is no substitute for people. People who know what the data is telling them, what to do about it, with the skills to communicate with all the stakeholders in the right business language; and then working with technical people to see those recommendations through, measuring again and learning from the results. These are resources that most companies just do not have available. 

The Usability Company has just the right kind of consulting resources to offer WebAbacus clients the chance to outsource this essential function. WebAbacus has been working with The Usability Company for over a year now on developing this managed service, and towards the end of that process we all said “this is too good an opportunity – we need to get closer”. The deal worked for both companies and importantly it's the right thing to do from the customer perspective – they can buy analytics, usability or both from a market leader in both fields.

I understand you’re taking a backseat following the merger – can you explain your reasons why? 
My experience and excitement comes from start-up situations. The merged company has a £3 million turnover and nearly 40 staff which takes it outside my comfort zone. Paul Blunden, the CEO of the merged company brings the experience needed to take the company forward. Besides, with the tech economy taking off again there's just too many opportunities out there for a serial entrepreneur like me...

What are you going to be doing? Tell us about SimFic. Anything else on the horizon? 

I founded SimFic back in 2001 as a vehicle for my angel investments and personal consulting. In addition to WebAbacus I made 2 other investments, one of which I exited last month. I'm now working with some other companies on strategic planning and looking for that next hot start-up. My latest project is www.onlinecustomerexperience.com.

The web analytics industry has seen a flurry of M&A activity recently, and we can expect more consolidation in the coming year - how do you see the market developing in the future? 

More consolidation in the industry is essential – there are too many vendors. The more successful ones are growing and the majority are going to wither away unless they can find and defend their niches. The industry is also getting broader with web analytics firms reaching into adjacent markets such as search, usability, personalisation, performance, advertising targeting, etc. 

Equally, leaders in those markets are looking to round out their offerings with analytics. Customers are getting fed up dealing with multiple suppliers and are increasingly looking to agencies, systems integrators or specialist firms to join up their online activities. 

The future is looking more results-oriented than technology-led.

You’ve been involved in running businesses for more than a decade – what advice would you give to young entrepreneurs starting out in the internet industry? 
The biggest problem for the entrepreneur is having to deal with customers, employees and shareholders – normally alone. In my first business I was lucky enough to have a great business partner and we worked well as a team. The best thing I ever did was hire a great Chairman for WebAbacus, who also acted as my mentor. A bit of grey hair and real experience is invaluable when needing a reality check or shoulder to lean on.

If you're just starting out, take a very long hard look at the business plan – think with your head and not your heart – does it really work? Ask somebody to lend you money if you want a blunt, third party, appraisal – like a business angel or the bank. If they say no, look at the reasons and think again before risking your own money.

What are your five top tips for internet marketers? 

1. The obvious one - Tracking. Be warned, meaningful measurement is very hard to get right and is a continuous activity, be prepared to put budget and commitment behind this activity. The rewards for those who get it right are tremendous – it's the difference between success and failure. Don't listen to anybody who tells you it's surprisingly simple, unless your business is simple too.

2. It is all about People. All the data you need is readily available - but you need to know what to do with it and have the resources available to deliver the changes indicated by the analysis. Ensure that you get very senior level sponsorship and a mandate to see things through.

3. The Long Tail. Demand for online ad inventory now outstrips supply. With big spending traditional marketers wading into the online space, the smarter marketers need to go niche and treat consumers as individuals – offering mass customisation as an alternative to mass-market.

4. Don't forget the Customer. Once you've delivered a customer to the door, don't forget to serve them – make sure the customer experience works every time, every day. Invest in the customer journey along side your marketing (this includes fulfilment and after sales service).

5. Make yourself Accessible. Accessibility is not just about making your web site comply to legal requirements (the DDA). It's also about making it accessible to ALL Internet users: disabled, not disabled and not even human. If you make your site comply with accessibility guidelines you will make more money, for example your search engine rankings are likely to improve because the crawlers and bots will be able to index your web site better. You'll save money too since accessible web sites are easier to maintain. Plus you get to feel good about yourself and not be sued by the Disability Rights Commission. 

What sectors or digital developments are you most excited about? 

I am very exciting about Broadband Wireless (WiMAX) and 3G. Like many people these days I move around a lot, enjoying Internet connectivity at offices and hotspots. There's a lot of dead time when travelling or at 'unconnected' venues, plus you have to fiddle with settings, accounts and so on. Maybe I'm in the minority of people who want an Internet connection everywhere, all the time – but look what happened when we put mobile telephones into people's hands. 

Once the platforms are in place and coverage is universal and reliable, I think we'll see a lot of innovative applications and a proliferation of users for a mobile Internet.

Dan was interviewed by editor Chris Lake. 

33. Trenton Moss (founder, Webcredible) explains Accessibility
Trenton Moss is crazy about web accessibility and usability - so crazy that he went and started his own web accessibility and usability consultancy, Webcredible (http://www.webcredible.co.uk), to help make the Internet a better place for everyone. As one of the leading web accessibility advocates in the UK, his ground-breaking articles and white papers have now been published on well over 100 websites.

When did you set up Webcredible and what prompted you to do it? What have been the major hurdles you’ve needed to overcome, in establishing the business? 

I started Webcredible almost two years ago as I didn’t think there were enough companies out there offering a complete accessibility solution. Accessibility is made up of two parts, both in my opinion equally important: HTML coding and content. Most usability consultancies offer accessibility services, and I’ve always wondered how they can provide a complete service without possessing any technical knowledge. 

Likewise, many web development companies will create an accessible site based entirely on the way it’s coded, but without a thought to the way the content is structured. Webcredible has a deep knowledge of both coding (HTML/CSS) and content (usability) issues.

The main hurdle we faced at the beginning, which most new companies face, is getting potential clients to take us seriously without any track record. To be honest, this wasn’t actually that much of a hurdle as when organisations met with us they often realized that we really knew what we were talking about and they’d be in safe hands. 

Morally and ethically, there are plenty of reasons why companies should cater for the disadvantaged, but what are the key business benefits of having an accessible website? 

Firstly, let's consider the potential to increase reach to users with special needs: there are 8.6 million registered disabled people in the UK - 14% of the population; one in 12 men and one in 200 women have some form of colour blindness - 9% of the UK population; 2 million UK residents have a sight problem - 4% of the population; there are 12 million people aged 60 or over - 21% of the UK population. That's a lot of people.

Then, consider how you can also increase reach to new technology: in 2008 one third of the world's population will own a wireless device; in 2008 again there'll be an estimated 58 million PDAs sold worldwide. 

You are likely to generate a higher conversion rate as increased usability and improved download time. A higher search engine ranking is another benefit of an accessible website (see below).

Investing in accessibility also makes for good PR, and of course you won’t get sued...

What are the SEO benefits of an accessible website? Any examples to share / case studies? 

90% of SEO is essentially a combination of usability and accessibility. Your site will be more usable if it uses the same language and words that your users use (which are essentially the same as the keywords they’re using in the search engines). Your site will be more accessible to screen reader users if it’s structurally sound and uses CSS for layout. 

By the same token, it will also be more accessible to search engines which will be able to more easily understand what the website’s about, as the HTML structure represents the visual structure and there’s a greater content to code ratio.

Sitepoint.com went from 250,000 visitors per month to 1,000,000 monthly visitors when they shifted from an inaccessible table-based layout to an accessible CSS layout within a year.

There is a lot of confusion about whether a compliant website is an accessible one. It seems that you can check all the right boxes to comply with the law / W3C guidelines, yet some users will still have problems. Can you shed some light on this, and what needs to be done about it? 

Yes and no. It’s very dangerous to say that following the W3C guidelines isn’t enough (and that testing is the only way to implement accessibility), as this can dissuade people from trying altogether. The W3C guidelines are the best guidelines out there by far, and if you know how to use and interpret them and what their limitations are, then you can often create a very accessible website without user testing.

That said, if you don’t have a deep understanding of accessibility issues and what the guidelines mean, you should work with an outside agency (if only for a day’s training). If budgets don’t allow this, then give it a go by yourself with the W3C guidelines and implement as much of the Priority A and AA as you can. Even though what you’re doing may not be perfect, it’ll certainly be better than nothing at all.

A couple of years ago there were two major prosecutions, but confidentiality agreements were signed and there was no naming and shaming. Now, we hear of ‘accessibility apathy’ among companies, since there appears to be a diminishing threat of them being sued. Do we need a high profile prosecution to reinforce the law? 

Most major companies seem to be taking reasonable steps, but certainly a high profile court case would make people sit up and listen. I very much doubt it’ll ever happen in reality as there’s been so much PR about this in the past few years that you’ve got to be pretty dumb to allow your organization to be sued over this. 

Some CEOs think of accessibility much in the same way as they do car insurance: it’s a grudge purchase. Should service providers like Webcredible focus on selling the business benefits of accessibility, rather than the legal obligations? 

Basically, yes. No one’s going to think very highly of you if your main marketing tool is the stick and you don’t dangle the carrot at all. There’s one ‘accessibility’ company out there I can think of who seem to think that threatening people is the best way to do business, but I can’t see them forging very long term partnerships with their clients. 

The benefits of accessibility go way beyond just the legal requirements so, in my opinion, accessibility isn’t always that difficult to sell. 

Do you have any examples of companies that have developed major new revenue streams as a result of creating accessible websites? 

Tesco has seen a massive usage of their accessible site, particularly by PDAs. It’s hard to say if accessibility contributes to a new revenue stream because its implementation lasts over such a long period of time and happens alongside numerous other website changes and offline marketing activities.

Is there a long-term future in the provision of accessibility services, given that some industry insiders expect demand to dry up in 3 years? How will Webcredible react and adjust as the market matures? 

Yes, I strongly believe so. You could say the same thing about SEO or usability – once companies know how to do it, surely they don’t need help anymore. Things will change a lot in this industry, as they do with every industry). Technology is constantly changing and ensuring that absolutely everyone can access any new technology is always going to be challenging and potentially require outside help.

I doubt the market will ever be as buoyant as it is now and will be for the next couple of years. Any company offering accessibility services based solely around HTML/CSS coding will probably need to expand their range of services to include usability, as site content and structure is essentially half of accessibility (the other half being HTML/CSS coding). The general level of the HTML/CSS skillset is rising quickly, but there is still a dramatic gap in what web developers need to know and what they actually do know. This gap will reduce over the next few years.

As for how Webcredible will adjust, well we’ll keep staying up-to-date with new technology and keep being market leaders. We’ll also keep supplying our accessibility services tied in with usability services, as the two are so intrinsically linked.

34. Robin Caller (MD, Goallover) discusses Online Advertising

Robin Caller is the Managing Director of Goallover Limited, the exclusive distributor for CheckM8 Technologies. Formerly the European Sales Director of FortuneCity, Robin has spent 8 years selling advertising space for and on behalf of Publishers. He has also lectured to post-graduates on Management Information Systems at Westminster University. 

His company has implemented CheckM8’s integrated rich media adserver (AdVantage) to manage the advertising inventory sold by Goallover Limited. He believes that it is the publishers who need to upgrade their technology to properly manage the delivery of rich media advertising formats.

Can you explain a little bit about Goallover and its relationship with CheckM8? What do both companies do / how do you fit together? Who does what? 

Goallover started out an advertising sales house, representing publishers such as Menshealth.co.uk and selling advertising space to agencies. We deploy an integrated rich media adserver, in order that we can proactively sell rich media formats across the websites we represent, and accurately manage the sales and delivery of all advertising space sold.

CheckM8 is a technology company which specialises in providing publishers with bespoke solutions to inventory management and ad serving issues. Three years ago, CheckM8 asked Goallover to become their exclusive UK distributor, but we were not very impressed with their product. Last summer, they approached us again, and we were blown away by the suite they had developed. It is truly world class. So, we were delighted to sign up to distribute them for the next four years.

I am very excited about the future of CheckM8 because they have answered some of the most complex and challenging issues facing the online advertising market. In a market like Sweden, renowned for early adoption of cutting edge solutions, CheckM8 is already the market leader for Rich Media and Publisher side ad serving. I hope we can emulate their market success in the UK.

CheckM8 gained a little notoriety and a lot of trade press coverage last year after unleashing bargain basement pricing on the market. What has happened to the pricing structure since then? 

I would say our pricing structure is realistic, effective, and a much needed nudge to the marketplace. The proof is that our pricing move was followed by our competitors. 

We think the hiked pricing was hampering rich media use and drastically reducing ROI. We have won a handful of great brand name clients, and are concentrating on providing them exceptional service levels. We upload, traffic, monitor, and report to clients throughout the campaign, and believe that service is the key to winning more business. 

We are only seeking three new agencies and three new publishers between now and the end of July, because we want to ensure that our standards remain exceptionally high. Rolling out CheckM8 is a three-year process, and we are well on schedule.

The argument that reduced rich media serving costs increase ROI is incontrovertible. £1.00 saved on serving costs can be spent on bettering creative or buying more ad space. The correct market price for a 100K rich media file delivery is no more than 50 pence, and we are driving the market in that direction.

'Rich media' is something of a misleading term since most advertisers use these formats to annoy users. Who is to blame: advertiser, agency or publisher? What are the core issues in this area? Who needs educating? 

Let me start by defining “rich media”. If the advertising position is not static and fixed in position, it can be considered a “dynamic ad unit”. Once a piece of artwork is not restricted to a fixed position on the web page, it can be considered “rich media”. I think the better term to use is “dynamic” advertising. Expandables and sliders, encompassing video, flash, and interaction, are good examples of dynamic or rich media adverts. 

The aim of advertisers should be to create ad units for publishers which do not damage the user experience of the site. The aim of the publishers should be to create available ad space for advertisers which enable creative and intelligent marketing messages to be delivered. 

We believe that the days of empty oblongs and house ads are behind us. While we all need to learn and understand more, I think CheckM8’s strength is in providing publishers with next-generation solutions, and we are working with our publishers to integrate dynamic ad units into their pages.

Why not collapse an ad slot completely when there is nothing to deliver, and expand it to allow large formats when that is what an advertiser requires? Even magazines have expanding and contracting ad space. They just create the space when ad units are sold.

Publishers are very short-sighted when it comes to overlays, or maybe they think their users are all apathetic creatures that should put up with the intrusion? What's going on here? Is it ignorance, or just the need for extra (overlay-generated) revenues? 

Most of the “rich media” I see consists of plain “overlays”, delivered as a flash layer on top of a page of content, and they just seem to be a convenient replacement for lost pop-up inventory. Pop-ups were bought because they worked, so overlays are the obvious replacement from the “buy side” perspective. 

It seems strange that publishers who so loathed delivering pop-ups don’t think twice about delivering overlays, but maybe they do. Maybe they don’t like overlays either, but like being able to charge more for a layer than they could ever charge for a pop-up.

Personally, I think square overlays, slapped over content, are as crass as pop-ups, and we all need a slap across the cheeks to snap out of buying and selling big oblongs over text. It is hardly big or clever, and hardly ever good practice.

Publishers who have seen the “in page” format from CheckM8 agree with us that there is no longer any need to cover content. What they want to be able to deliver is an integrated format, which shifts the content down the page to make space for an ad, and shift it back into place when the ad has been closed or the unit has not been sold. 

Research indicates that dynamic and interactive adverts placed within content achieve higher cut-through, and that adverts which cover content are negative for brands. So the solution seems to be dynamic in-page ad units, perhaps incorporating data capture, which accommodate the advertising message whilst not covering content. With or without Goallover and CheckM8, (though I hope for the former), I am sure that the industry will move to implement these formats over the coming year.

Publishers and advertisers have long been at loggerheads about inconsistent measurement of online advertising... just how accurate is the measurement of rich media vs other online advertising? 'Calls' vs 'plays'? 

Great question. I think they are at loggerheads because they are trying to collaborate using the wrong combination of technological solutions. Both sides require different things from the third party they currently depend upon for the delivery of rich media adverts.

Not even a simple gif banner has a “one for one” call to play ratio. People hit stop and back buttons, click through before ads have fully loaded, and small percentages have their images turned off. Of course, this doesn’t stop “call” based reports suggesting that ads are delivered, but “call” based reporting is borderline fraud if you ask me. Advertisers paying when nothing has served is as absurd as expecting someone to pay for a pint that was never poured.

The problem has been exacerbated because publishers have been pressured into accepting whatever rich media delivery system their clients have demanded. When a “call” to “serve” ratio is unknown to a publisher, they rightfully find frustrations. If they forego delivery of 100,000 banners at £10.00cpm to deliver 20,000 overlays at £25.00, it costs them a monkey, and nobody likes to be made to look like a monkey. It gets more serious when channels are being sold out.

The past few years have been hard for publishers, and only the strong have survived. Now that the market has rejuvenated, and sell-through rates increase, some channels such as travel can sell out entirely.

Accurate inventory forecasting and effective pricing mechanisms become more critical to the professional publishing operation. Management needs to know their options, and they need accurate data upon which to plan their operations. The agencies need publishers to know their facts too, because nobody is happy with inaccurate forecasts or delivery shortfalls.

The key for publishers (and indeed their clients) is to know exactly how many “calls” a site requires in order to “play” the format sold. Once these ratios are known, and known by publishers’ inventory management modules, the publisher can accurately forecast inventory, accurately price their space, and accurately manage delivery.

There is no way that an agency side and agency-focused rich media platform can truly accommodate publisher needs, and this is the root cause of the “loggerhead”. The smart publishers who lead the industry already know this, and have started to make their move. They are our customers. The leading agencies are going to be very willing to accommodate the needs of their suppliers, because it makes for an easier life all around. Agencies want full delivery, because agency fees on un-delivered inventory are nil, whatever the rate charged.

Do you have five tips for publishers and rich media? 

I believe that publishers need to take the following five steps, in order to deliver client requirements and meet their business objectives:

1) Open conversations with the rich media vendors, and ascertain exactly how these vendors intend to integrate their offerings into publisher side ad serving and ad management tools.

2) Open conversations with their ad serving technology providers and ascertain exactly how comprehensively these rich media formats can be integrated into the publisher side ad server and ad management technology.

3) Select and implement an ad server with fully integrated dynamic formats, preparing the way for the removal of all “fixed oblong” ad units from their page, and enabling their models to move towards a yield management model for advertising revenue.

4) Develop a list of formats that are acceptable to editorial and user experience requirements, together with clear rules of engagement for each format, specifying file sizes, creative sizes, and placement requirements etc.

5) Proactively engage the agencies, selling the formats that are acceptable and available, while pricing the inventory to achieve page yields or visitor yields as required. By serving adverts only when sold (or planned for house campaigns) rate cards can be maintained and unsold inventory will be a thing of the past.

The smart management are taking the steps, engaging in the conversations, and opening their minds to the new solutions. There are people sticking their heads in the sand, and they will simply not be around in five years time. The cost of their errors will be into seven figures for the leading publishers. 

Just how much does it cost to do a limited run of rich media advertising? Is there a budget barrier that you need to get past, when considering all the various costs involved? 

I don’t think that there are any barriers. There are commercial factors to the viability of a campaign, but any standard campaign booking with 1,000,000 banners would be significantly improved by the presence of a 150,000 impression dynamic element.  We would look to charge a fixed fee for a bespoke campaign, but do not insist on minimum deliveries. We’re just happy to be involved in intelligent solutions. 

The issues to consider include the cost of creating the adverts, usually in flash, and the cost of buying the inventory. The ad serving would probably be cheaper than the creative for short run campaigns. Thereafter, it depends on the campaign objectives. No job too small, no job too large. On a robust platform, it’s the same amount of work. If anyone refused a campaign because it was too small, perhaps they are too big for their boots. Google still allow campaign spends of £50.00, so why not?

Finally, let's talk about ROI. How much uplift in response do you get from rich formats, and which ones work best? Do you have any stats to share? 

I’d only like to share one stat. In the most recent high profile campaign we delivered, the interactivity rate was in excess of 25%. That is, of the units delivered, 25% of the viewers interacted with the creative, either by playing with the game, clicking on the ads, or entering email addresses. 

I cannot speak out of turn regarding specific campaign statistics, but the statistics from campaigns show that the increased response rates from dynamic ad units are proportionally higher than the increased costs of dynamic ad inventory. 

Further, the presence of a dynamic element increases the overall response rate from traditional units for a campaign. In other words, the dynamic unit increases the “cut through” and visibility of a campaign, resulting in improved responses to the following standard ad units delivered. Ordinary banners end up getting more clicks.

If I were a media buyer, I would always head a campaign off with larger format dynamic creative, and I would always buy a tail to the lion. I am surprised I don’t see more buttons bought to back a large format creative. Once the user knows an advertiser is present, the aim should be to remain “one click away” from the user for at least 6 more pages.

With respect to ROI, assuming identical buys with average CPM’s of £25.00, on the same sites, for the same creative unit, and an ad serving price of 75 pence instead of £1.50 CPM, with the saving in ad serving costs put towards additional impressions, the cheaper ad serving cost will deliver a 3% improved ROI. 

Over 10,000,000 impressions, the cheaper ad serving charge will allow for £7,500 to be reallocated towards additional inventory. Though my competitors don’t like me to say it, price is most definitely a major factor on ROI. Overlay for overlay, expandable for expandable, with respect to the now “commoditised” dynamic unit, price is just about the only factor, because all these ad servers deliver.

Robin was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor. 

35. Lale Metzinger (Global Internet Fundraising Manager, Greenpeace) explains Online Fundraising

Lale Metzinger is the global Internet Fundraising Manager at Greenpeace International. Her primary role is to grow financial support for Greenpeace and develop new fundraising and campaigning techniques using digital channels. Lale has 8 years online marketing experience gained in the telecommunications, publishing, and non-profit sectors in Europe and the US.

Prior to joining Greenpeace, Lale worked for London based new media agency AKQA, helping clients like Orange and Estee Lauder establish and grow their eCommerce presence.

How important is a good web strategy for non-profit organisations and charities? What are the key benefits? 

It's critical for non profits to integrate the web as part of their overall organizational strategy because there's no point having an Internet strategy in silo. The world is becoming smaller and the rate of change faster. The web makes everything transparent and that's the biggest challenge non-profits face. They need to be better organized, increase cooperation and coordination between departments, and lay down new technical structures that support the shift. That can be hard, especially for the bigger non-profits, but if done right there can be many positive benefits: e.g. more synergy, more public support, more income, and reduced costs.

How does online compare with offline for fundraising, in terms of ROI? Can you sum up advantages vs disadvantages? 

Initially there was a lot of scepticism regarding the fundraising potential of the web. But most of that has been dispelled with the enormous successes of political campaigns like Howard Dean in 2004, the recent Asian tsunami etc. In our experience ROI from online fundraising is far better than offline.  We average higher donations at a lesser cost using web and email.

The problem till now has been volume, for which we can't beat face to face fundraising on the streets. Online fundraising can be more timely, more hard hitting and easier to disseminate to the public. But it also has the disadvantage of being a fast changing medium and sometimes what works in one campaign doesn't work for another.

Do you have any idea of the percentage of first time users that donate immediately (eg people who visit with the intention of pledging money)? When trying to convert visitors, what works best for Greenpeace? 

Less than 1% of first time users give money to Greenpeace upfront probably because we don't provide quick fixes (e.g. donate $20 and feed a child for a month). What works best for us is when we ask people to participate in an action, then ask them to further support the campaign with a donation. We can get between 2-5% conversion from our online activists because they know what the issues are, and they've actively participated in the solution.

How many of your visitors come from the search engines? Does Greenpeace use sponsored listings, and is keyword inflation / competition a problem for you? 

Around 40% of our visitors come to us via search engines. We tested paid advertising on Google and Overture last year with quite good results and will invest further this year. We also plan on testing affiliate marketing to acquire new online activists and donors in the US.

Is email marketing still an effective acquisition / conversion channel? Or is there too much noise nowadays (only one or two emails out of 10 will be legitimate)? 

Email marketing still works well for us, in fact some of our offices are only just starting to incorporate email fundraising with the rest of their programmes so it's definitely not over yet. Results from our supporter surveys show that people are looking to hear more from Greenpeace, not less.

Currently, we email our supporters once or twice per month. Our unsubscribe rates are extremely low. We average an open rate of around 35%, and it rises up to 50% for more urgent alerts with an action or fundraising ask.

Have you used mobile as a means of fundraising? Any thoughts / experiences to share? 

We've just dipped our toes in the water with SMS fundraising in Europe. We tried it in Finland a few years ago without much success, probably because the market wasn't ripe yet.  

Last month we tried mobile blogging in Japan, whereby activists protesting against a US military airbase could send us pictures and blog entries via their mobile phones. That was a hit. 

There will be more extensive testing of SMS this year starting with a campaign to stop Korea resuming commercial whaling next month. We're particularly keen to test SMS in countries like South Korea where email is less popular with 18-25 olds.

How does online compare as an advertising platform, against magazines, TV, radio etc? What are the best performing acquisition channels? 

These days people consume more than one media at a time, so the web is best used as part of a multi-channel approach, whereby the website is the response channel. Search engine ads, blogvertising, email and viral stuff can all drive a lot of traffic, but surprisingly offline can drive yet more. 

For us the best performing acquisition channel worldwide is face to face. This is only exceeded by the web in a handful of countries.

Do you work closely with your offline marketing team, or is the Greenpeace internet unit ploughing its own furrow? 

Our national offices are increasingly integrating the online and offline components and seeing the benefits of this approach. At an international level, our web team coordinates not just with campaigns, media, and fundraising, but with national offices too. It can get quite complicated sometimes!

Can you disclose how much money Greenpeace generated from all digital channels in 2004? Or, as a percentage of total fundraising, how much does online contribute? 

I can't disclose the amount of money, but I can tell you that online channels contributed between 30 to 50% in Argentina and Brazil. It contributed less than 10% in other countries such as the US and UK where reliance on offline channels still reigns supreme.

What areas in emerging technology do you find exciting, as an internet marketer? 

Convergence without a doubt, although it's all exciting right now because the rate of change is so fast. I think wireless devices such as mobile phones, the BlackBerry and even the iPod will revolutionise marketing, in much the same way that the Internet has done in the last 10 years.

Lale was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor (chris@e-consultancy.com). 

36. Matthew Tod (CEO, Logan Tod & Co.) on Conversion Rate Optimisation

Matthew Tod is Chief Executive of Logan Tod & Co, a Covent Garden based agency that specialises in conversion rate improvement. Matthew founded the agency almost three years ago, and it now employs 14 conversion specialists who obsess about web site effectiveness for clients such as Renault, Littlewoods, Mothercare, Nortel and Sharps Bedrooms. The basic philosophy of the agency can be summed up as "what ever it takes to get a conversion!"

Prior to becoming sufficiently interested in conversion rates to start a company, Matthew was Chief Executive of the interactive division of the Publicis Groupe, Publicis Networks. Before that he was the European Sales & Marketing manger for an American mathematics & data visualisation software company. 

Matthew holds an MBA from Warwick University, and a degree in Biotechnology from Kings College London. When not looking at conversion data, Matthew can frequently be found messing about in boats.

Conversion rates for beginners - what are they, how do you measure them and why should you care? 

Conversion rates are all about measuring and understanding the effectiveness of your website. At the simplest level they are a measure of the number of times valuable business interactions occur, expressed as a percentage of all visitors. 

For example the conversion rate on a checkout process might be 35%, which means for every 100 people who started the process only 35 finished. This example also shows why we care as typically on a consumer site the checkout conversion rate is about 45%, running as high as 70%, so there would be an issue for this site as it is not coming close to the benchmarks.

Why care? Converting "interest to action" is the only way marketing £'s get converted to sales.

Do web analytics really help improve conversion rates? What about usability or surveys? Which metrics should businesses use as performance barometers (those which all contribute to the overall conversion rate)? 

Web analytics only tell you the performance of a site, and this information coupled with suitable benchmarks can be used to uncover sections of a site that are not efficient. But if you really want to improve your conversion rates you need to understand what the visitor was trying to achieve and what barriers prevented them achieving their goals. 

To do this you need to use web analytics together with surveys and usability studies. I think all three techniques are complementary, and the best results we see come from using this combination of techniques.

What are the major barriers to increasing conversion rates? What are your top five tips to boost conversion / engagement rates? 

The major barriers all come from within the organisation. Improving results can only be achieved if there is the right multi-disciplinary team, working to a clear goal, with good data and an ROI driven improvement process.

Establishing these conditions is the hardest thing to do on any web site effectiveness project.

Five tips? Well if I must live with this limit here goes!

a. Develop the mindset that you need to help visitors achieve their goals, rather than impose your own objectives on them.

b. Listen to what people say and look at what they do, and segment your visitors into a number of distinct groups. Then ensure your surveys, usability and analytics tools are all configured by segment.

c. Stop quoting an average conversion rate; the variation between first time visitors and returning repeat customers is so extreme (0.5% to 50% conversion rates) that an average hides critical information. Report by segment conversion rate instead

d. Obsess about the detail on every single page; the words, the position of links, the images used all make a difference and you cannot afford to be sloppy if you want to achieve significantly better results.

e. Implement proper a/b testing of new pages and a process to drive improvement on a regular basis. 

If a website is working really efficiently at converting interested visitors to sales or leads, what should you do? How do you increase the average order value? Any rules of thumb? 

If you are beating the benchmarks, then drive more traffic! If you are ahead of your peers, then your cost per response / conversion should be lower and you need to exploit the fruits of your labour while you can! 

Secondly you need to look at doing something different to capture the attention of the vast majority of visitors who are still not engaging.

Behavioural-based targeting of email, chat and on-site promotions is the future. As opposed to offering up a promotion driven by the company agenda, a promotion based upon what the visitor is interested in is much more effective.

How can changes to a website's information architecture help customers find their way to the checkout? Do you have any examples? 
Right now we are focusing a lot on internal search. It seems to us from the data that many people are adopting search as their primary site navigation method, replicating their behaviour on the search engines. 

Architecture must therefore be assessed in conjunction with the effectiveness of internal search and the resources available to maintain and improve it. This is a very unglamorous area of the website, but more important than most people realise. 

We came across a company recently which sold computer laptops, but the internal search did not recognise notebooks as a synonym. The consequences were £85,000 lost sales in the 10 day period we were monitoring the internal search. Ouch! A real reminder to keep looking at the things visitors are looking for on your own site.

We're hearing a lot about the effectiveness of various marketing channels, regarding the likelihood of visitors converting (eg - visitors referred from PPC vs organic search, affiliate vs banner ad). From your experience, which are the best performing channels? 

Two thoughts on this - firstly it is almost impossible to separate out the channels. The reality is consumers are influenced by all the channels, but our tracking and ROI calculations are all focused on the last channel used/viewed prior to response. This is an unrealistic view, but sadly the best we have right now. 

Secondly the PPC vs. organic debate is not the right way to look at search since many consumers do not understand that PPC search ads are paid for, and even if they do, they don't care! What we should do is to look at the response by keyword (organic & PPC) and see what happens; conversion rates for your brand and brand related terms should be much higher than generic terms.

People who are searching for or responding to your brand have already chosen you and therefore respond better. So why allow affiliates to bid on your brand? The people who are doing this already want to deal with you, so a simple PPC campaign should suffice. It is amazing how many companies allow affiliates to earn income in this way. 

How does a B2B conversion differ from a B2C conversion? 

Good question! It is quite different. Typically in B2B we see very high quality of traffic from search engines - visitors looking for something very specific. BUT this traffic frequently fails to convert online due to the complexities surrounding supplier authorisation, purchasing departments and accounts. Also, there is clearly more research going on, as you would expect from purchasing professionals. 

Sorting out offline tracking by the use of dedicated phone numbers, as well as implementing instant chat applications usually has a beneficial effect.

'Multichannel' is maturing as an industry buzzword, and for good reason. How can you influence and track offline conversions? Any metrics on how a website has driven offline sales? 

Good systems are the key; measuring *who* visited, what did *they* do, when *they* re-visited, if *they* opened your email, if *they* called, etc. etc.

The only way to do this is to measure the *individual* across channels rather than deal with anonymous response. Leaping that hurdle is proving too difficult for many organisations right now.

'Persuasion' seems to be a hybrid of art, science and luck. Can you outline the various ways of persuading people towards the checkout (information architecture, design, offers, good copy etc)? What are the ethical issues of persuasion? 

Ethical issues? Salesmanship has been around since the beginning of time, and what we are talking about is the 21st century version. The current legal framework offers plenty of protection, no more please! 

Conversion to Buddhism vs A Loft Conversion. What's it to be then? 

The loft conversion - the only way I am going to get enough space for the 17 flat panel monitors the systems we use for conversion improvement!

Matthew was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 

37. Simon Andrews (founder, Big Picture) discusses Internet Marketing

Prior to launching Big Picture Simon was a Partner in Delaney Lund Knox Warren & Partners - the most successful advertising agency start up in the last 5 years - and Founder/ Chairman of DLKW Dialogue, the award winning integrated division of DLKW. Since launch DLKW Dialogue has grown quickly and won numerous awards for its work including a Gold at the DMA awards.

Prior to joining DLKW he was one of the three partners who launched Poppe Tyson in Europe in 1996 and subsequently managed the merger with Modem Media in Europe. Modem Media Poppe Tyson grew to become one of Europe's leading interactive marketing agencies with offices in London, Paris and Munich.

Simon was responsible for strategy on all clients (including IBM, Amazon, Citibank, Sony PlayStation, Unilever, ft.com and General Motors) in addition to leading the Digital Media and Research teams. He has also worked at Young & Rubican, Zenith and Ogilvy & Mather Direct. 

Outside of work Simon enjoys trying to enthuse his two young sons (Ethan 5 and Isaac 2) with his passion for obscure jazz and soul records, and the mighty Leeds United.

Can you explain a little about your internet background and what Big Picture is all about and what you're hoping to accomplish? 

When I started in the interactive space back in 1996 we thought we'd found something that would change the world, and it has changed most industries, but not advertising- yet! 

As I used my Tivo and my pop up blocker to skip ads, and zealously opted out of junk mail I realised more and more people have become Ad Avoiders. And I saw that many of the biggest brands (Proctor & Gamble, Coke, McDonalds etc) are expressing concern that traditional advertising and marketing just isn't working as well as it was. Yet the traditional ad agencies are very slow to react - most tend to think the 30 second commercial is still the main event.

So I saw the opportunity for Big Picture. We aim to be the "go to" agency for clients who recognise that the old ways of interruption are over and that a new approach is needed. Because we've expertise across all channels, we can develop channel agnostic marketing that the right consumers choose to spend time with.

Which digital trends and technologies do you find most exciting? How far away is a truly integrated brand experience, across mobile, TV and the web? Any pointers/examples? 

Anything that puts the consumer in control and allows them to generate content is exciting. But the imminent transformation of the web from a text medium to a video based one is the most exciting. Take a look at a very simple example; http://www.newprovidencetv.com/site/nptv_home.php
With broadband, IPTV, 3G and new devices like smart phones and the PSP, I think we can combine the emotional power of video based communications with the consumer control that the web has already given us. 

We're starting to see interesting combinations of channels - such as mobile used as a way of adding interactivity to TV ads on Channel 4, iTV is coming of age for broadcasters such as the BBC and Spooks, and Amazon is using films on its site to promote products its selling. But no one is defining this space - yet!

Some people claim that the internet is a direct response medium while others say it is actually a rather good platform for an interactive brand experience? What do you make of this response vs brand argument? 

I think that is something of a lazy distinction. The web is a great place to do both. Branding is a tactic to sell, so it has to drive response - it is often most useful at the earlier stage of a sales cycle, when people are not yet ready to buy.

I think we'll see the two come together on the web once video is prevalent; if I'm thinking of buying a car perhaps I'll go on the web to look for 20 minute long entertaining video of a car being test driven (something like Top Gear) - and then once I've narrowed my choice I'll want to book a test drive myself. Is that branding or is it direct response?

Intrusive marketing is supposedly in decline, yet floating overlays seem to have replaced pop-ups as the web's new evil. Do you think consumers perceive these abusive rich media formats as anything other than a pop-up (which hasn't been blocked)? Why do marketers continue to use these demanding ads? 

Consumers don't see any difference - they're trying to read an article and something is getting in the way. People use them because the only thing that is measured are those who click - and the economics are attractive. But if you measure the effect on the 99% who don't click, I think you'd start to question their use. 

We believe that people can and do choose to discriminate against brands on the basis of their perceptions of that brand - and annoying people with pop ups, junk mail and phone calls is not good for your brand in the long term.

Broadband is undoubtedly reshaping internet usage trends but with sub-512kbps services peddled as broadband (with Ofcom's blessing), do you think a vast chunk of consumers are going to have their expectations crushed when they try to access rich services such as video? 

I can't understand why Ofcom are allowing people to be ripped off in this way, or why brands peddle fake broadband in this way. 

I remember working on campaigns for 56k - people always will want to improve their experience and they'll soon find out that they've been sold a pup (as they say up north) via their friends, or by comparing their access through work with their home experience. It is interesting that BT are the good guys here with the automatic upgrade for their customers.

What are your views on branded content such as games, videos and blogs? Presumably we're going to start seeing a lot more of this sort of thing over the next few years...? Which companies are taking giant steps in this area? 

JWT got it just right when they said "Advertising has a future as long as it stops interrupting what people are interested in and starts being what they're interested in". 

I think product placement has a limited appeal but brands being part of the content can work really well - the BMW as hero in their films, the sublime targeting of the US army developing shoot-em up games to drive recruitment, Coke with their download service. In the UK the Orange Playlist is interesting. 

And we'll also see brands facilitating or curating content that their audience will be interested in as a step towards creating a dialogue with that audience - essentially taking sponsorship a stage further. 

We've talked in the past about the value of consumer-generated content, with the best example of this being a certain auction site beginning with 'e'. Can you sum up the benefits of user-generated content and outline any examples? 

People tend not to believe brands any more, but they do believe people - and as Pierre Omidyar demonstrated, people are honest. 

Amazon sells books and music because of the user reviews; Ciao and epinions sells lots of good products and they slow sales of crap products; consumer "ads" like www.ipodsdirtysecret.com changed Apple's policy on battery. We believe people are very happy to share their views and new technology like blogs and digital cameras make it easy for them to do so

With almost 1 in 10 Sky digital households now using PVRs, ad blocking is on the increase and TV-focused marketers are reaching for the Nurofen. What are the core issues with ad blocking? How can interactive channels offset declining ROI from TV? 

We saw that people actually change their behaviour when they have a PVR such as Sky + or Tivo. Because they know they can watch a programme as live, they start watching a few minutes in and then zap through the ad breaks to catch up with the programme by the time it ends. And once people have a PVR they love it and will never give them up - so a lot of the sales are generated by word of mouth. 

All the forecasts predict rapid growth - and therefore a fast growing problem for everyone who depends on ads. Our research shows these Ad Avoiders are already a 40 million issue in the UK.

The technology within PVRs is pretty sophisticated and we expect lots of new opportunities for "addressable" (more relevant) advertising which should fetch a higher price. Sky knows lots about me and my family - and they could probably get me to tell them more - so why not use the technology to deliver content that I'd find useful or certainly less irrelevant? Car brands will pay to have their Top Gear type test drive programme added to the list of saved programmes on the hard drive of families within their target audience...

And because there are some types of content that need to be watched live (Sport, Big Brother etc) they're will always be opportunities for ads - and the scarcity value will again drive up revenues.

The music business stuck its head in the sand as Napster v1.0 and other P2P networks were launched. Now we're reading stories about Dr Who episodes and new movies being pirated online in significant numbers. Will Hollywood repeat the same mistakes as the major record labels? 

Hopefully not - just by synchronising release dates they could reduce the problem significantly. And they have a different business model - they sell their content to broadcasters who then get the ad revenue. Why couldn't a studio sell the new series of "Friends - Back Together" on a subscription site without ads? We've seen research which found that people would pay $1 for a video-on-demand show without ads, but just 50 cents for the same show with ads. That's attractive to a studio. Or they could sell it to Coke who would show it on their site - if you have a code from a can.......

But I think everyone will need to accept that this sharing of programmes is unavoidable. The latest Sky+ has a USB port (which is not yet activated) and I guarantee that someone will hack a connection between that and a PC to put programmes online. The new PSP had software available to enable it to play programmes even before it was released.

The BBC are making promising sounds about a jukebox and hopefully there will be a legal way of getting at this content. But a huge proportion of traffic on our site is from Google searches for "downloading movies"...

If you had a budget of £10m to launch a new consumer brand online, where would you start, and what would be your areas of focus? 

I'd spend the money creating a permission database of people who were interested in the product - I'd create some content that would attract the right sort of people, and I'd partner with a media property to get that content distributed.

I'd build some promotions around the content to persuade people to give me data on themselves. To start with I'd just need a home postcode as I could profile them from that, as well as their permission to re-contact them. 

Then I'd send them stuff they wanted on a regular basis. For example, if you're selling bikes you could create the most interesting bike-related content. It could be text, it could be video, with interviews about the Tour de France etc - whatever - and within that dialogue I'd include my sales messages. 

And when they bought I'd encourage them (and facilitate it through tools and incentives) to tell people how they found the product.

Simon was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy 
 

38. Genie Lutz (UK Online Strategy Partner, PricewaterhouseCoopers) talks about Corporate Web Strategy

Genie Lutz first joined PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) in 1988 in Houston, Texas and has since worked for PwC around the world. She relocated to the UK in June 1993 and is married with two young children. 

She joined the partnership in 1997 and has spent the last 5 years creating an online presence strategy for the UK firm that supports its leadership position in the UK marketplace. Genie has over 17 years experience of change and project management in large scale IT projects. 

Tell us about your role... 

I am the partner responsible for the online strategy across the entire UK firm. This encompasses all online space from the UK website www.pwc.com/uk across the spectrum to more private client sites requiring registration, client collaboration tools and much more... it’s really hard to encapsulate in a few sentences! 

Can you explain a little about the evolution of the PwC website? How is it being managed, from an internal perspective? 

The first PwC global website was launched at the time of the merger between Price Waterhouse and Coopers & Lybrand in 1998 and more recently had a makeover following feedback from users, experts and clients.  

The site is constantly evolving like any website should. Just as you complete implementing a range of changes, its time to start again. The UK web strategy falls under the online Presence Programme (OLP) umbrella and the day to day management of the UK site involves input from IT, marketing and lead engagement partners. 

The website is only the start of our online connection with clients. Our main aim is to use the web as an effective client service support tool.  

What are the business goals of the website and how does it attract and convert traffic? What is pwc.com's main purpose? 

I look on www.pwc.com/uk as our window to the world which gives a very good idea of what PwC does and our areas of expertise. Most of our public site traffic know our brand and type it directly into search engines or go the URL direct. 

However, like any site, the user can browse to a certain level only. My aim is to take those browsers interested in specific business areas, to another level of knowledge sharing and thought leadership by PwC. This involves community environments which are by invitation only and require registration. 

Conversion is very important and ensures we acknowledge and retain interested parties. Communities allow us to share appropriate expertise with specifically targeted audiences and allow us as a firm, to find out what makes our communities tick.   

How important is localisation when rolling out to overseas markets? 

We are a global brand yet our clients are local. We therefore think global yet act local. We make it easy for users to go through an entry point to get to the exact content they want to see, by analysing site statistics and employing usability tests to steer them in the direction they wish to go.   

Authoring guidelines must be difficult to police with so many sites dotted around the world? 

We have standard content publication guidelines which exist at a global level and are implemented locally. A strong brand like PwC needs to ensure these are closely policed to endorse the brand. Online specialist teams in each territory roll these out and communicate regularly.
  

What direction is PwC taking with regards to the web? Which areas do you consider exciting? 

I see us very much continuing the trend in thought leadership and pushing the boundaries associated with traditional accounting firms. Online is a highly efficient and cost effective channel. 

I have no doubt that all businesses will wonder how they ever serviced clients before online collaboration started. The exciting part in all this for me personally, will be seeing the full potential of the online space within PwC realised and playing a part in that.  

PwC owns a range of other websites/products, such as BarometerSurveys.com and GlobalBestPractices.com. How are these managed / can you give us an overview of the bigger picture? 

Actually, in the UK alone, we have several hundred URLs, the two above are global and on-line product related. Each product, site and/or community is assessed individually and we try to maximise our ‘connecting’ potential with the user. 

Our URL strategy is flexible as we need to be able to go to market appropriately. It’s all about flexibility and being able to move quickly in a fast environment. 

An example of such flexibility is our recently launched pilot site for our Milton Keynes office www.pwcmk.co.uk . It is slightly different to what we have done in the past and only time will tell if it works or not.
  
How are your sites performing? Any KPIs to share? How do you monitor visitors and what kind of tools do you use to communicate with them? 
We relaunched our UK section of www.pwc.com over a year ago - at the time the Chancellor was announcing the Budget. This enabled us to launch our new look whilst taking advantage of high volumes of traffic. 

Commensurate with the relaunch, we developed a range of metrics reports which focused on usage, time of interaction, navigation through the site and return visits to name a few. Our fortnightly reports show triple figure growth over the last twelve months.   

Knowing your users, how they behave and the patterns of their behaviour is central to any business.   

Do you have an extranet for clients? How does this work and has it resulted in stronger relationships, higher profits, increased customer lifetime value etc? 

We have the PwC B2C Portal which requires registration. It was launched in 2001 and offers a full suite of collaboration tools. The portal definitely adds value to the traditional client relationships by sharing deeper levels of expertise with valued clients. 

The PwC Client Portal is not about generating profit as it’s a free service. It does enable us to communicate more targeted and relevant messaging. To us it’s about offering that something extra to our clients.
    
What would be the one piece of advice you'd offer to businesses, no matter how big or small they might be, when it comes to the web? 

Never be afraid to challenge current thinking or to pilot new ideas. 

Genie was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy.
39. Saul Klein (co-founder & CEO, Video Island) talks about Internet Business Development

Saul Klein is the Co-Founder & CEO of Video Island and a Founding Partner of The Accelerator Group (TAG). Video Island is dedicated to bringing the selection, convenience and value-for-money of unlimited DVD rentals to a mass-market via the internet. Since its launch in September 2003, Video Island has raised nearly $20m from top-tier venture capital firms. 

TAG is an international management advisory network, which Saul established in January 2000 with colleagues from Microsoft and Firefly. TAG provides strategic consulting services to established companies and private equity firms, as well as concentrated operational expertise and access to strategic-capital to a small portfolio of early-stage digital businesses. Recent UK investments include, Pleasurecards and Perplexcity. Saul previously worked at Microsoft, Firefly (acquired by Microsoft in 1998) and at Ogilvy & Mather.

Video Island wasn’t quite the first online video rental company to open its doors in the UK, but it has become one of the biggest players in a fast-growing sector. Can you provide some detail on how you’ve gone from zero DVDs per month to 500,000+?
Video Island wasn't the first but we were the first in the UK and worldwide to pursue the platform approach of supporting multiple branded services from a single integrated software, logistics and customer service platform. 

Now we are operating five brands on our platform, including our own brand Screenselect.co.uk, as well as Tesco, MSN, ITV and from this week easyCinema. This strategy along with a focus on offering the UK's largest selection, conveniently delivered and well priced has allowed us to scale the business very quickly. 

In 2004, Video Island rented nearly 3.5m DVDs which the Royal Mail tells us represented around 45% of all DVDs rented by post last year - apparently our next nearest competitor had around 30% share. We expect to maintain a leadership position this year but expect both Blockbuster and Amazon to make inroads into the marketplace. 

VI’s partnerships have been key to establishing your brand, given the fact that the UK market was still very new a couple of years ago. How have deals with Tesco, MSN and ITV helped you? How did you manage to win this sort of business at such an early stage in the company’s development? 

Partnerships with the UK's biggest brands have been instrumental to the Video Island strategy and we have focused from day one on trying to work with the largest players in the retail, online and media sectors - companies which believe that home entertainment is strategic and a major growth area for their business. 

We have also pursued and landed long-term, multi-channel relationships to market and distribute our Screenselect.co.uk brand with the likes of Comet, Currys, Dixons, Boots, Virgin Megastore, Toys r Us, Real Networks, Sunday Times, Loot, Radio Times and Top Up TV as well as with online stalwarts such as Figleaves, Firebox and ASOS. 

In terms of being a young company and building partnerships, I think our focus and the fact that we were addressing a clear market opportunity with a strong value proposition was very helpful. 

Also in terms of key partners, we were very specific in our targeting, believing in a "less is more" approach to strategic partnerships and to have succeeded in landing relationships with Tesco, MSN and ITV has been a marvellous endorsement of this approach. 

VI and ScreenSelect, now merged as a bigger entity, both won the support of VCs at a time when very few were prepared to dip their toes back into the stagnant dotcom water (in a show of support for the emerging online video rental market). How important was VC backing in securing partnerships? 

Video Island is the only company in our space to have won backing from VCs and I think a major attraction was the platform approach which allowed us to focus on building a business rather than just spending money on branding. 

In terms of winning this sort of business, I think both our partner-focused model and also the very significant financial backing of Index, Benchmark and subsequently Cazenove Private Equity also reassured our partners that not only were we serious but that we were here to stay. 

Can you explain more about why VI and ScreenSelect merged? It seemed to happen so soon after both companies had launched. Was this about strengthening the team in the face of bigger competition such as Netflix and Blockbuster (not that I think either had launched in the UK at that time)? In other words, consolidate now rather than compete each other to the brink, until the bigger fish enter the water? 

Video Island's model was inspired by Direct Wines - the company behind the Sunday Times Wine Club, as well its own direct-to-consumer brand, Laithwaites. Screenselect's direct to consumer approach, slotted in perfectly with our long term vision for Video Island's business. 

Bringing the businesses together allowed us to get where we wanted to go faster, as Screenselect.co.uk became Video Island's Laithwaites. 

In addition the teams complemented each other very well and at a time when Netflix was about to launch, Blockbuster had launched and the spectre of Amazon was around it made sense to bring the businesses together. 

Is online video rental going to become another commoditised sector now that low-margin Amazon has entered the fray? Did you see that one coming? How much of an issue is price vs brand these days? What’s your focus? 

Having a platform business allows us to focus on evolving the pricing and packaging of each individual brand - Screenselect.co.uk, Tesco, ITV, MSN and easy - in ways that best suit their customer bases. 

There are nearly 10m adults in the UK who rent a DVD at least once a month and we are big believers that "one size does not fit all". Different people want to receive the service in different ways. So Video Island supports unlimited, fixed and pay-as-you-go DVD packages, with prices starting at £7.96 and going up to £14.99 depending on the package. 

I think we're a long way from understanding the bulls-eye but letting consumers choose from a range of options while helping brands evolve different propositions is the best way to go. 

Online video rental made the local video store seem terribly outmoded, yet we aren’t too far away from a new challenge for you to face up to: on-demand broadband movie services. When do you expect this to become feasible in the UK and do you expect to be a part of the action? 

In our first serious year of operation in 2004, Video Island took nearly 4% of the total DVD rental market in the UK and our sector took nearly 7%. This is amazing considering the IMRG Xmas shopping figures suggest it took e-commerce 7-10 years to take 7% of all retail sales. 

We certainly see amazing opportunities to extend our "on-demand" model of providing home entertainment from next day to download and you'll see us make substantial moves in this direction in 2005. 

The video game industry is bigger than Hollywood in all its forms, so surely there are doors to open in that area? GamezNflix has pioneered this model in the US, but perhaps there are some key differences between the profile of a gamer vs movie buff? 

It's definitely an interesting area and our model would certainly allow us to look at it, although right now we are very focussed on building out our core businesses and offering our subscribers more ways to get hold of great movies & TV by allowing them to rent, buy and download. 

What have you found to be the best customer acquisition channels? Offline vs online? Search vs offline advertising? How can you convert more traditionally-minded people to your online rental services? 

There's no doubt that if you are trying to acquire online customers then the best place to find them is online. It takes time to figure out the best approaches but we are now being very successful with search, e-mail and affiliate marketing. 

Most of our core partnerships are with customers who have great relationships with online shoppers and by working with the UK's biggest brands we are finding more and more people are becoming aware of and adopting our services. 

Where do your most loyal customers come from vs those that are more likely to create customer churn? Have you seen any evidence that some channels (such as affiliate / PPC) are good for conversions but poor for retention / increasing customer lifetime value? 

It's early days for this yet, we track each source and channel religiously, but we keep the results close to our chest. 

And your favourite films are…? 

Magnolia, Blade Runner, Once Upon a Time in The West.

Saul was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy. 

40. Dr. Mike Baxter (conversion guru & CEO, SalesLogiq) discusses User Experience and Online Retail

Dr. Mike Baxter originally trained as a psychologist and has been working on user needs analysis for over 20 years, firstly in the field of product design and subsequently web design. He was Professor of Design and Communication for 5 years and pioneered one of the first Master’s degrees in Interactive Digital Media. Mike currently manages www.saleslogiq.com and is the author of E-consultancy's recent report "Online Retail User Experience Benchmarks 2004".

The internet offers a tremendous opportunity for retailers. Can you sum up the key selling points and potential benefits for our readers? 

As a new(ish) sales channel, the internet offers retailers great opportunities for innovation. New ways of reaching customers, new ways to build and maintain relationships, new ways of influencing and persuading customers to buy. 

The competitive landscape is still changing quite quickly and significantly – location-based search, for example, will start to make an impact over the next 12 months. 

Online sales growth still appears to be accelerating and hence it is likely to be several years before we are able to say with any confidence just what proportion of total retail expenditure will be spent online – we can be certain, however, that we are talking about an awful lot of money. 

Another key issue to consider here is the multi-channel shopper (who incorporates internet, catalogue and retail stores within their shopping process) - the latest research suggests that for every £1 spent online, customers spend another £1.70 offline on purchases that they have researched online. 

In the Online Retail User Experience Benchmarks report you highlighted Navigation, Search & Promotion as the three areas that are critical to the success of an internet retail operation. Can you provide readers with an overview? 

People are goal-oriented in their use of the Internet 95% of the time – they simply want to go on-line find what they’re looking for as effortlessly as possible. Given this, it is perhaps surprising that around 80% of the home pages on retail sites is filled with promotions. 

Both this and the huge variation we found in the pattern of deep-linked promotions (how promotions change as the customer moves through the site) suggested that retailers are not deploying their promotions strategically. 

Taking to retailers since the Online Retail 2004 report was published has tended to confirm this – we have yet to find an online retailer with a clear statement of what they are setting out to achieve by means of on-site promotions and, therefore, what type of promotions should be deployed where in order to achieve these strategic objectives. 

Of the three areas mentioned above, is there a natural starting point? If my online retail operation is a mess of legacy databases, how and where do I start to make improvements? 

Customers use link navigation to find what they’re looking for in 80% of shopping sessions – only 20% of shopping sessions involve search. So getting the link navigation right has got to be the starting point. Half the battle here is getting the information architecture of the product catalogue organised so that it’s customer friendly. 

In our research for the Online Retail 2004 report we came across some astonishing bits of catalogue design. One company offered customers 290 built-in ovens to choose between. Another company required customers to choose which spin speed they wanted for their washing machine before showing them a single model – and bear in mind that these were the top retail sites we were reviewing. 

Once the product catalogue is organised, the next challenge is to lay interesting and persuasive ‘information scent trails’ to lead customers to the point of purchase. Every time the customer clicks a link, a good retail site should convince them they are a step closer to their goal. Once their goal is reached and they’ve found the product they were looking for, the secret is then to sell it. 

Good copy can make a huge difference here – what benefits does the product offer, what are the advantages of this product over other products, why does this product offer particularly good value? 

Talk to us about quality metadata. We know you’re a fan, but just how important is this to online businesses? 

Even the word ‘metadata’ makes it sound complicated and awfully hard work. But it isn’t! Before we go any further, let’s just be clear about what we’re talking about. Metadata is usually no more that a systematic description of a product – the systematic bit comes from the fact that similar types of products are described in the same way (e.g. the size of a television screen is measured as its diagonal dimension). 

Having good quality metadata allows products to be sorted, filtered and compared according to the individual needs of the customer. It can also underpin the semi-automatic generation of text descriptions of products. 

Imagine you offer 100 different models of digital cameras on your site. Analysing the metadata for these cameras can reveal a myriad of distinct selling benefits – which is the cheapest camera with 3Mpx, 4Mpx or 6Mpx resolution, which is the lightest camera with 3X zoom, what is the best deal for a 4Mpx camera with a 512MB memory card? These benefits can be incorporated within the product description or used for selecting the most relevant up-sell opportunities. 

Probably most importantly, however, metadata can be used to automatically update all of these relative advantages when prices change or a new model is introduced. 

Aside from the user experience and metadata, what are the crucial business functions that an online retailer needs to focus on? 

As we worked through the research for Online Retail 2004, we became increasingly convinced that there were two sides to a successful online shopping site: firstly, there’s the stuff you had to do well to secure the sale and secondly there’s the stuff you had to avoid so you didn’t lose the sale. 

Trust is one of these issues that will never on its own secure a sale but, done badly, it can lose you an otherwise certain sale. 

Nowadays there is little excuse for having content on your site that loses you sales – there is enough known about best practice that it should be standard practice. I say ‘should’ because out of 12 well established best-practice guidelines for basket and checkout pages, the average number implemented in the sites we studied for the Online Retail 2004 report was only 9. 

There remains significant resistance towards using online as a transactional sales channel by many of the big brands. Do you think this about traditional marketing people sitting too comfortably, or about brands being too ‘risk-averse’? Isn’t it going to be easier for these companies to adopt best practice techniques in order to ‘get it right’ to begin with? 

For a big established brand, going online for the first time can pose significant risks. Research suggests that over 45% of internet users have changed their opinions of brands a result of their online experiences (with these brands, such as company websites etc). 

In the mind of the Marketing Director the extent to which such risks can be managed has got to be a key determinant of whether or not to make the move online. Usability-testing a site once it is nearly completed is unlikely to sound like a reassuring risk-management strategy to an anxious brand guardian. 

What we need, therefore, are tried and tested principles by which we can design-in good customer experience from the start. This is what we set out to start developing in the Online Retail 2004 ( http://www.e-consultancy.com/publications/online-retail-user-experience-benchmarks/ ) report. 

So what about brands with an existing online presence - are there any basic ways of increasing the conversion rate? Any retail rules of thumb? 

Getting link navigation working well, as described above is almost certainly the most important factor. Other merchandising techniques can, however, have a significant impact on sales conversion. One recent study found that having effective cross-sells and up-sells on the product description page can increase sales conversion by up to 10%. 

We’ve talked about effective ideas for retailers like dynamic content / promotions, but how about a dynamic customer journey? Do you think it is feasible to customise the entire purchase process for individual users, based on, for example, a Google search query / referral? 

If I have a frustration about the current state of play in Online Retail 2004 it is that the internet is fundamentally an interactive medium, yet online shopping sites aren’t really scratching the surface of this interactivity. 

We could be seeing richly customised content that changes according to click-trails, session state, session history, cookies – and all of that happens before we even know who the customer is and hence before we get into the whole issue of personalisation. 

The future is indeed bright. But what surprised you most out of the all research you’ve done on existing retail sites? 

The biggest surprise by far was how badly ‘Search’ works. When we started to benchmark search we expected it to work pretty well but to give quite a few irrelevant results. How wrong we were! 

Having worked through sites manually to find out how many products they actually had on offer with our target characteristics we then searched for them – and failed to find 57% of them. 

How on earth can a search for ‘phone’ on a leading retailing site (that sells phones) returns 3 handbags, a hair straightener and nothing else on its first search results page! This is not the way to impress your customers. 

E-consultancy: Unless, of course, you have a thing for handbags... 

Mike Baxter was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy.
41. Tree Elven (editor, hellomagazine.com) discusses Online Publishing

Tree Elven is the Web Editor for hellomagazine.com, the online extension for HELLO! magazine. She has been a journalist for 20 years, beginning with EFE, the Spanish international news agency, and then went into print – including seven years as a senior writer on HELLO! magazine.

Elven is a creative writer, performance artist and published poet who’s performed her work around the world. She is currently working on a new novel about gender confusion while not working on www.hellomagazine.com.

How has hellomagazine.com evolved since it launched (staff, revenues, traffic, content etc)? What have been the main challenges for you to overcome during the past few years? 
"Challenges have included pretty much everything from not electrocuting ourselves with the cables hanging out of the walls in the start-up days to running a popular, authoritative and commercially viable product with practically the same resources as we had on day one.

"We started in early 2001 with a dedicated team of eight (excluding technical support) and no marketing budget. One of our first major aims was to get across the fact that we were providing a daily news and picture service from the word go, not just using the website to sell our offline product, like other magazines with websites did. As publishers, we recognised the potential of the internet and swiftly filled the niche for a fast-moving, reliable celebrity news service.
 
"Once we'd built the editorial offer and become familiar with the new publishing arena, we went commercial and started ABCe auditing. We've seen 100% year-on-year advertising revenue growth, and an average of 60% growth in impressions year-on-year to bring us up to an average of 15 Million impressions a month of 2004. 

"There are now ten of us (excluding technical support). Ongoing challenges include staying on top of industry developments, identifying the ones we consider exciting for the future and developing those to extend our brand/concept via various new media, all on a purely exploratory budget." 

What is your hellomagazine.com's relationship with Hello/Hola, your offline sister publication? Do you share content and work together on marketing initiatives or are the online/offline publications kept separate? 
"The fact that the website is headed up by an Editor and Deputy Editor who worked on the magazine for several years in senior editorial positions did help with those 'cannibalisation' fears familiar to most of the publishing industry in the early online days! 

"While we completely share the editorial concept, we can't share material because of time differences – we're daily and the magazine's weekly – picture rights issues, and the different requirements of the online environment. 

"We buy in our own photos, for example, which resolves the rights issue and enables us to serve the news on the day it breaks. 

"For similar reasons – ie different timing/needs - the marketing initiatives tend to be mainly separate at the moment. That said, we do see huge potential for across-the-board brand marketing with the emergence of exciting new content delivery methods such as the mobile market and digital editions." 

Advertising... what are the key trends and issues for you? Are you seeing a renewed demand for online advertising or, as is often suggested, are advertisers still focusing on the big 10 portals? 

"We have seen a steady and exciting increase in demand for advertising on the site over the last year and it is looking as if this will continue. Definitely, there is still a lot advertising going to the big portals but it seems that finally, advertisers are beginning to see beyond what the portals can offer and are looking more at lifestyle sites like hellomagazine.com for creativity, integration and specific quality audiences. 

"It's our job to continue to spread the word that our growth, which is ABCe audited, has brought us into the same league in terms of what we can offer reach-wise as some of the female portals out there!  Then of course there is our authoritative, positive advertising environment - I think this means we are going to do some great things over the coming year." 

How does hellomagazine.com attract users? Which are the best online / offline marketing channels for you? 

"The quality and authoritativeness of our content, plus the fact we started with a popular offline name, means that word of mouth from our readers has been our biggest drawing card. 

"We have also recently formed partnerships with several of the large ISP providers in the UK to provide linkable headlines to their users on their portals. Innovative ideas like this, which are possible because of our excellent niche reputation and our pro-active approach in forming associations with other quality names, will continue to play a part in growing our audience." 

Can you give our readers some insight into how hellomagazine.com generates revenues? How have your premium services like Diamond Club performed? Are there any areas in online publishing that are particularly exciting your financial director? 
"The site generates revenue from various streams:

1) Online advertising, via standard methods such as banners, overlays, pop-ups and also our integrated advertising/editorial approach, which has been highly successful for quality brands in a wide variety of sectors. 

2) Our Diamond Club, which sells selected material from the magazine via the BT Click&Buy system, has seen consistent growth since its inception, indicating a definite interest in quality in-depth material 

3) Competitions: these provide excellent branding for the client on a quality destination site, in a way that's consistently attractive to the reader over a prolonged period of time 

4) Horoscopes: our association with top astrologer Jonathan Cainer has proved a hugely popular section on the site and provides a growing revenue stream via the sale of online astrological charts 

5) Online subscriptions: Another revenue generator for the company is the secure online subscription facility, which has proved so popular with UK and international HELLO! fans alike that online subs are almost at the point of overtaking normal methods of subscribing. 

"Areas that excite our Financial Director? Digital edition and mobile market!" 

What tools do you use to keep users interested and loyal? How's the ticker working? What about RSS/XML feeds? Any experiments in rich media (video, audio, games)? Any usage figures to share on any of these areas? 

"News and pictures are our main draw, and we try to deliver them to our readers in the most attractive formats available.

"We send out a colourful weekly newsletter to over 30,000 registered readers, and those same readers receive (very) occasional news alerts for breaking news, such as the Charles and Camilla engagement announcement. 

"Last year we really went for new delivery methods, introducing the tickertape, RSS feed and headline feeds to portals. 

"The tickertape's working very well – it made a big impact when it was launched and we're seeing a noticeable increase in its use and downloads each month. As for the RSS feed, its technical innards are a mystery to me, but we're thrilled to offer a delivery method that gives the reader that level of choice and freedom. It's still relatively a US thing, but as always, we wanted to be in on the ground floor in preparation for the increase in usage we're expecting to see in the not-too-distant future. 

"And we're reaching out to whole new audiences with our daily celebrity headlines service, which we currently provide to Ntlworld.com, Tesco.net, Ukonline.net and Blueyonder.co.uk. We'll be doing more deals like these, as they provide great new quality content for the portals, plus drive new traffic to Hellomagazine.com. We also have an agreement with the revamped Ask Jeeves, which features tasters of our profiles within their Famous People search. 

"Next up? Well, our launch into the mobile market is imminent, and we're keen on the idea of a digital edition of the magazine, too. Plus, video is something we're going to be revisiting: we tried it about three years ago but the market wasn't really ready for it – with the advent of broadband we expect to see a shift there." 

Do you feel threatened by blogs? What are your plans in this area? 

"No, no blogophobia over here. I think it's great for readers everywhere to have the chance to air their views, and we're used to being discussed! Goldenfiddle.com, for example, has had links to several of our stories.

"On the other hand, I wouldn't try to rewire my flat myself – I'd call in a pro. We believe there's always going to be a demand for reliable news sources, so our aim is to keep providing the most accurate and entertaining news we can." 

What’s playing on the hellomagazine.com i-pod? 

"Oh, can you play stuff on those? I've just been wearing my silver one as a really cute accessory."

Tree was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor, E-consultancy.  

42. Jim Sterne (President, Web Analytics Association) explains Web Analytics

Jim Sterne is an internationally known speaker on electronic marketing and customer interaction. A consultant to Fortune 500 companies and Internet entrepreneurs, Sterne focuses his twenty years in sales and marketing on measuring the value of a Web site as a medium for creating and strengthening customer relationships. 

Sterne has written five books on Internet advertising, marketing and customer service including, his most recent, "Web Metrics; Proven Methods for Measuring Web Site Success." Sterne is the producer of the annual Emetrics Summit www.emetrics.org and is a Founding Director of the Web Analytics Association www.webanalyticsassociation.org.

Let’s assume we’re aliens that happen to be working in the internet marketing industry: where do you start with web analytics? What are the fundamentals for beginners/aliens? 

"To begin, find out who inside your company has a stake in the success of the site. If you want your site to be successful and you want to measure that success, then you'll have to round up the people who are vitally interested and find out how they will recognize success when they see it. 

"Next, figure out who your most important site visitors are. They may be your most profitable customers, or they may - at the moment - be potential investors, maybe potential employees. In any case, know who you are trying to reach and make sure you are prepared to measure *their* success at accomplishing their goals at your site. 

"Once you have identified the main goals of the site, you can start breaking it down into micro-goals. If the purpose is to sell more widgets, then you want to measure the online widget buying process. Check to see if the changes you make tot he site improve widget buying or not. 

"Don't go through all this effort just so you can say, "Yes, we do web analytics and we have the reports right here to prove it!" Instead, make sure your stat reports are an integral part of a process of constant improvement. Then you'll know whether your website is working or not." 

The goals for each business will be different, but can you provide readers with some insight into the common metrics that are often used to measure success? 

"The 'common' metrics are those generated by web analytics tools out of the box; How many visitors? How many pages did they look at? Which part of the site got the more attention? Where do people drop out of the buying process? 

"Those are very interesting and are very useful for the first few months. But it's the uncommon metrics that lead to significant site optimization. It's when people begin asking questions instead of just reading reports that you get true competitive advantage." 

How can web measurement tools help companies improve online conversion rates? Can you give us a practical example of how this process might work? 

"The typical buyer starts at the Home page, clicks through to the Products page, then to the Specific Product page, then to the three purchasing pages. That's what the *buyer* does. What about the people who were *almost* buyers? Where did they fall off the persuasion path? If we make a change to that page, does it increase the number of purchases?

"Another conversion rate improvement measurement is watching where people come from - and if they buy. You're paying for pay per click keywords or banner ads or links from email newsletters - are you attracting random surfers or buyers? Increase your spend for the promotions that bring in buyers and cut back on the ads that bring in non-buyers. Instant ROI." 

Considering that only one in four companies track email marketing campaigns, is there a danger that measurement is being seriously overlooked? What are the implications for not measuring performance? 

"Web and email measurement *is* being seriously overlooked. No question. Many companies have purchased and installed web analytics tools, but very few are making the most of them.

"The implications of not measuring performance are the same as driving blindfolded. Intuition was a great tool during the Internet Bubble. The universe was expanding so fast, there was no danger of running into things. Not so today. Nobody can afford projects that have no accountability." 

Do you think those who do not bother with web measurement are apathetic, ignorant or under-resourced? 

"Let's go for "uninformed" rather than ignorant and I will agree that those are the three reasons for not measuring. All of these fall under the umbrella of corporate culture. Companies that have a culture of test and measurement will win out in the end."

So what’s the masterplan for the new Web Analytics Association? What will be your initial area of focus? 

"Well, the WAA will promote issues like education, advocacy and standards to strengthen and stabilize the growing web analytics industry. There also needs to be a common language for measuring and reporting on key metrics, such as conversions, unique visitors and abandonment. As one of our first tasks, WAA members will review and refine these definitions to provide a better understanding of key metrics and industry benchmarking." 

Just like in the usability industry, recruitment is a major issue in the web analytics sector, both for vendors and in-house teams. How do you think this problem can be tackled? 
"There are many web analytics jobs going begging at the moment. People with web analytics experience and skills are thin on the ground. The WAA is looking to provide a central point of education and (eventually) certification for web analytics practitioners. 

"The recruitment piece is a matter of getting the word out and sharing our enthusiasm for the subject. We've only just started using these tools in earnest  and there's a great deal of new territory to explore."

Where do you think the web analytics industry will go from here? Do you think a wave of consolidation may be forthcoming?
"It will definitely grow. Forrester Research pegs the web analytics industry growing at 27% in 2005. Companies buy companies for technology, for customer base, or for employees. We're seeing the very beginnings of that happen as far as technology is concerned. The rest will come in soon.

It seems to be a fairly crowded market and there is a real threat of commoditisation, so how can suppliers differentiate themselves?
"Differentiation will happen in vertical markets (retail, financial, pharmaceutical, etc.) and in specific solutions for specific communications (email, search, site navigation, etc.)." 

Tag-based versus log-based analytics. Which is more accurate and what advice do you have for buyers when looking for a solution? Can the two be used in tandem, along with sales data, for something approaching ‘the complete picture’? 
"Log file analysis and page tagging are necessary as each collects data the other can't. To get the "complete picture," we have to bring in sales data *and* customer service data *and* profitability data, *and*.... well, you get the picture..."

You’re stuck in a hot lift with either Larry David or Jerry Seinfeld? Which one is it to be, and why?
"Stephen Wright - for his sea shell collection."

Naturally. Jim was interviewed by Chris Lake, editor.
43. Ajaz Ahmed (founder of Freeserve, now CEO, Callserve) discusses VoIP

Ajaz Ahmed is the founder of Freeserve, the UK’s largest ISP, now owned by Wanadoo. His eureka moment came when he bought a PC at PC World in Leeds and nobody in the store could tell him how to get onto the Internet. After much persuasion by him, Dixons launched Freeserve in September 1998 and became the UK’s largest ISP in just three short months. It floated just nine months later at a market cap of £1.5bn and entered the FT 100 soon after, in March 2000 it had a market cap of £9bn.

Ajaz was one of the three founding executives to launch the business, seeing it through flotation and the £1.6bn sale to Wanadoo. Ajaz held the position of Business Development Director until April 2001 when he left the company to pursue a variety of business interests. He now sits a number of boards and is CEO of Callserve, Europe’s Largest VoIP Company.  

Can you bring us up to speed on what you’ve been up to since leaving Freeserve? 
Since leaving Freeserve I’ve sat on a few boards, I’ve been doing a lot of speaking and I’ve been helping small companies through the Business Link mentoring program. 

VoIP seems to be riding the crest of a wave right now, but surely it won’t become a mass-market proposition until it is commonplace, in the home and the office. Yet Skype has 13m users and seems to have raised the profile of VOIP among consumers. Can you give our readers some insight into where we are at with internet telephony? 

VoIP has been around for a while but the technology just hasn’t been right and there just hasn’t been any compelling reason why anybody should be using VoIP. Companies like Skype are doing a great job of raising the profile of VoIP and I believe that 2005 is the year that VoIP comes of age. 

There’s no question that VoIP is one of the hottest technology sectors but it feels like the dot.com boom all over again, there are lots of companies out there with propositions that just aren’t compelling, propositions that make sense to normal everyday customers will as always win. 

Can you explain a little about how Callserve is trying to encourage uptake/win business? Are you focusing on enterprise/SME customers? Can you sum up the business case for VoIP? 

The first thing we have to remember is that customers don’t give a damn about VoIP, they are only interested in what a proposition can do for them and how much it costs them. We are launching propositions for both the consumer and small SME and SoHo markets. In a competitive market like the UK the chances are that the price of calls will be no cheaper than what’s already available, so it has to be about features. 

With VoIP we can give small businesses all the features of an expensive PBX that currently only a large corporate can afford and the customer doesn’t have to buy any equipment, everything is at our end, in the network. All they have to do is plug an IP phone into a broadband connection and all of a sudden they have features that make a difference to their business. In order to sell solutions you have to be able to relate this to normal business and how its going to benefit them. 

Suppose you're a takeaway and you get lots of telephone orders, if you call the average takeaway and the one line they have is engaged you get an engaged tone, the takeaway owner can’t do any more business while the phone is engaged. By using VoIP they can queue calls so that customers don't get the engaged tone, but before any call is answered, we play a little message with special offers, the customer gets to hear the special offer before the call is answered. The person who answers the call gets a little message telling them who the customer is before the call is connected - they know who they're dealing with. 

That’s just one simple application that will make all the difference to a small business, they don’t need to understand anything about VoIP, all they need to know is how much does it costs them and what it will do for their business, there are many, many small applications that will make a difference to small businesses in all sectors. 

Only a couple of years ago VOIP technology didn’t seem to be quite ready for commercial release into the marketplace, but internet telephony is much improved. How much is this to do with advances in the underlying technology, and how much is it to do with broadband adoption? 

Three things changed, broadband became a mainstream technology and the underlying technology behind VoIP became better and more affordable, but the biggest change was that VoIP moved away from the PC, now you can use it with an ATA or a IP phone. ATA stands for analogue telephone adaptor, it’s a little black box that costs less than £50, you plug one end into a broadband connection and you can plug any normal telephone into the ATA and that’s it, when you pick the phone up it works just like a normal phone, you get a dial tone, the person using it doesn’t even know that the call is going over the Internet. 

My mum uses the phone plugged into my ATA, she doesn’t even know what VoIP is and doesn’t need to know, she just wants to make a phone call. 

Callserve has seemed to focus on overseas markets where the cost of calls is a real issue. Do you think the European market has different characteristics? What challenges will you need to overcome in extending your footprint throughout Europe? 

We have two brands, Phoneserve and Callserve, we operate the Phoneserve brand in developing countries where it is expensive to use the phone and credit card and PC penetration is low, so we have a special solution for Internet cafes that allows them to become call shops and customers buy a pre-paid calling card. Its simple technology that works very well, “it does what it says on the tin”, “low cost phone calls”. For example, it normally costs 20p a minute in Pakistan to call the UK, but with Phoneserve the customer only pays 3p a minute, that’s powerful. 

We didn’t really focus on the UK market because we can deliver a call to the USA for example for 3p a minute but so can everyone else, its not about cheap phone calls, here it’s about features. Now that the technology is better and broadband is everywhere, VoIP can make a difference here. 

Freeserve was one of the real success stories of the internet. Why did you exit when you did, when many others failed to cash in their chips at just the right time? Was this accident or design? 

I think we saw the writing on the wall, the dot.com boom was a crazy time, at one time Freeserve had a market cap of £9billion and we were worth more than our parent Dixons. In hindsight we got the timing just right and yes it was by design. 

In terms of marketing and brand-building, what were the key lessons you learned at Freeserve and how do you intend to replicate that success at Callserve? What online marketing channels do you use and what works best? 

The biggest lesson from Freeserve was “appropriate route to market” that’s what Freeserve was all about and we’ll do the same with Callserve, we’ll find a good route to market by partnering with someone who has access to our target customers. A physical presence is very powerful much more than just an online presence and because Callserve is currently low key in the UK we currently only focus on search engine keywords. 

You’ve made it known that Callserve is acquisitive. What are you looking for and why? 

We are always looking for companies with new technology or an established company with good revenue that would benefit from consolidating their infrastructure. I don’t think we’ll see many good opportunities for a while, all the companies we’ve looked at so far have been fairly poor. 

How much of a threat is VoIP to the incumbent telecoms operators? 

VoIP is a huge threat because there will be more free calls between customers and because the way VoIP works, potentially telcos will be cut out of much of the picture. For example, a customer uses an ATA or IP phone to call someone in Brazil, the call starts on their internet connection at home and stays on the internet until it reaches Brazil where it breaks out with a local telco that we have a deal with, the customer gets a long distance call for the price of a local call and it hasn’t touched any telco in the UK at all. That’s why they are worried. 

44. Mark Davies (Director of Communications, Betfair) talks about Online Gaming

Mark Davies is Director of Communications of Betfair, having been part of its founder management team since 2000. Mark is currently in Australia where he is lobbying for Betfair and the betting exchange industry.

Betfair remains the largest betting exchange in the world by some distance. Can you share some stats with us about your market share and the state of the market in 2005? Threats, challenges, issues? 
You’re right, Betfair is one of the internet success stories, but you have to put things in perspective. We might be the largest betting exchange in the world, but we still have only a relatively small share of the UK gambling market, some 3-4% - and ultimately, that’s our competition, because we’re all after the punter’s pound. 

As far as the overall market is concerned, the stats are better coming from others. It’s said that by the end of 2003 betting exchanges accounted for some 20% of the UK online market share, and according to an industry forecast (Merrill Lynch) online gambling is expected to explode. 

It was estimated at the end of 2004 there were just over 50 million online gamblers and that figure is expected to rise to over 250 million in ten year’s time. As regards threats or challenges, the immediate issue surrounding the gambling industry is the Gambling Bill which is going through the House of Lords and could become law by May.  

You are probably aware there have been calls from our commercial rivals to license some of our punters, but the arguments for doing so are completely bogus: there is no reason why our customers should be licensed while their customers are not.  The Government recognises that regulation needs to take place at the level of the operator and not the customer – and we entirely support at view. 

Gaming companies are prevented from advertising on Google (Adwords), so what online acquisition channels do you use and what works best? Which marketing channels have disappointed? Has online and offline marketing worked? 

Despite the Google Adwords ban, Betfair still uses other methods of PPC search advertising which we find effective. Alongside this our affiliate and partner programmes provide excellent, cost-effective forms of acquisition. 

Betfair also conducts other forms of online activity including media buys, viral, email and contextual advertising, all with mixed results in terms of acquisition. Generally online marketing provides an acceptable ROI in an ever more competitive marketplace. 

Affiliate marketing is a popular way of gaining customers for a wide variety of internet companies. What is Betfair’s experience of affiliate marketing and do you have any insight into the value of a customer acquired through a third party (such as – compared to other acquisition channels - average spend, frequency of spend, lifetime value, loyalty etc etc)? 
Betfair has had a seemingly ever-expanding third party affiliate programme for over 3 years and our experience of affiliate marketing has been very positive. The programme has produced excellent acquisition numbers and healthy revenues for Betfair. 

We work closely with our affiliates to maximise the relationships, which obviously benefits them and helps to drive our acquisition. Compared to other online acquisition channels, affiliate marketing provides a quick ROI and attracts on average a good quality of loyal customer for Betfair. 

Customer retention is a big challenge for all kinds of companies – what is Betfair doing to try and ensure that customers stay loyal? Do you plan to use online tools to improve customer service in the future? 
Retention is a key process at Betfair. As we are in a position of taking no risk in an event, we are very supportive of our customers’ success and much of our communication is driven by a desire to educate and improve their betting experiences, as demonstrated by our monthly newsletter INPLAY. 

We are fortunate to have great personal relationships with many of our customers from our start up days, and we get a lot of feedback and suggestions from them. Ultimately, customer loyalty is driven by having the best product, as well as the best customer service. We invest a great deal of money to ensure we have both. 

Betfair has expanded globally over the past couple of years - how has the platform coped with this growth? How important is localisation when trying to attract users from different cultures? 

Technology is the basis of Betfair’s success and its application in the betting exchange format has, in a relatively short period of time, revolutionised the way many people bet. At peak times, Betfair processes over 12,000 bets a minute, matching over a 1,500,000 transactions a day - three times as many as the London Stock Exchange. According to Oracle, Betfair has one of the top five busiest databases in the world. 

As Betfair’s sales have grown exponentially, so the technology has had to develop. The scalability of the technology has been crucial in the growth of Betfair and in maintaining the company’s competitive advantage. Our technology supports a 24x7 product as there is no break in sporting events worldwide. To support our customer-facing website, we have developed internal applications to manage content, manage customer accounts, and support Betfair’s telephone betting service. 

Betfair has consistently led the market in innovation, an example being the ongoing addition of new features to the site, including new betting types, new interfaces, fraud/payment rules, and the world’s most active betting forum. All of these product innovations require support from the underlying core technology as well as new functionality within management applications that end users never see. 

Performance is paramount to our user experience, so we utilise internal and remote monitoring of all critical metrics including response times with a 24x7 on-site NOC that can respond immediately to alerts. 99.9% of our bets are handled sub-second, and we now receive over 100M page requests per day. 

Localisation is very important to us in delivering the best possible customer experience with the site currently available in nine languages and thirteen locales. Compliance with all jurisdictions necessitates some localisation. For instance, Australian users are not allowed to bet on an event once it has started (known as “in-running”). This is even enforced for long events such as five-day cricket matches. 

Some gaming operators are experimenting with rich media (such as real life croupiers and roulette operators streamed to the desktop as live video). What opportunities do you see in this area? 

Anything that makes the customer experience more enjoyable is something we look at. Our product doesn’t naturally lend itself to the sort of examples given in the question, though. Live pictures of sport, on the other hand, may well be the way things end up going at some point. 

In a street fight, who would win (and why): Team Google or Team Microsoft? 
Team Microsoft has a longer reach, but Google’s growing quickly, so it won’t have that advantage for much longer. The speed of Microsoft’s jab is a lot slower, which is an obvious disadvantage. Google’s very focused right now on blocking, which might seem a defensive tactic but will probably mean it can come out fighting when its opponent is exhausted. 

In short, Team Google, with a late knock-out. 

Interviewed by Chris Lake , Editor. 
Sign up to receive the E-business Briefing in 2006
Create a free user account to receive the newsletter: 
www.e-consultancy.com/account/register.asp
To access our highly practical research, aimed exclusively at Internet Marketers and E-commerce Teams, please take a look at our subscription packages:
http://www.e-consultancy.com/about/subscription-membership.asp
Copyright E-consultancy 1999—2006

2

