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editor’s PERSPECTIVE

In case you weren’t aware of this, we’re mired
in a recession. Unemployment numbers, the
Dow Jones, the consumer confidence index?
Avert your eyes! Who among us has had the
courage to open their most recent 401K state-
ments? (Actually, after months of tossing
statements, unopened, upon a growing pile
of financial despair, I was recently overcome
by a morbid curiosity and opened my latest
statement. Perhaps you heard the screams.)

We in the e-commerce world have it rela-
tively easy. Sure, business is down, but ours is
mostly measured in reduced growth and not
outright loss. We all saw the holiday season
numbers, right? More and more people shift-
ed their holiday spending online. Greater
selection. More value. Convenience. No cost-
ly and time-consuming trips to the mall.

Of course, we’re kidding ourselves if we
believe that we can maintain the status quo
and continue to thrive. We’ve been spoiled by
the 20-plus-percent growth of the last five
years. Much of that growth was thanks to a
steady stream of consumers coming online.
That stream is now reduced to a trickle. The
fact is, those consumers who are likely to
shop online, are shopping online. The days of
a rising tide lifting all ships are through.

So what do we do? 
Well, in the short term, we focus on the cus-

tomer experience and conversion strategies,
right? We test, test and test again to make sure
our landing pages convert at the highest rates

possible. We utilize the latest rich merchan-
dizing techniques. Innovative companies like
Allurent are developing affordable, on-
demand, interactive product experiences that
immediately engage the customer—right on
your homepage. We work to make our com-
panies more transparent. We build trust,
brand affinity and give our consumers a voice
and the means to become brand advocates.

These strategies—and others like them—
are the least we can do. 

But the true visionaries in our industry,
thought leaders like Seth Godin, Jack Myers,
Geoff Ramsey and Jason Calacanis—despite
their wildly divergent views on so many
issues—speak with one voice in urging us to
view this economic downturn as an opportu-
nity. It occurs at an opportune time—when
our industry is undergoing a sea change:
Mobile marketing is no longer just right
around the corner. Social media can be mone-
tized. Consumers are louder and have higher
expectations than ever before. The traditional
media world has been blown up.

Our industry’s leaders encourage us to take
this “downtime” to re-shape our business
models to truly leverage these fundamental
business changes that have already occurred.
It’s a time for transparency, community and
honest communication. For permission mar-
keting. For making products for your audi-
ence instead of finding audience for your
products. In short, for learning how to scale
the power of the long tail.

Technology—and the consumer—have set
the new rules for e-commerce, and the econ-
omy (thank you very much) has hit pause to
give us a chance to react. I, for one, can’t wait
to see what the brilliant, nimble and innova-
tive minds in our industry have in store for us
once the economic dark clouds part.  

The Age of Opportunity
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TOM DELLNER

Technology—and the consumer—have
set the new rules for e-commerce and

the economy (thank you very much) has
hit pause to give us a chance to react.
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Chase Paymentech
Group Executive for

Product Development
and Payment Relations

Bob Nadeau

Since 1985, Chase Paymentech has made it its busi-
ness to lead the way in payment processing. The
company processes payments for merchants in
both brick-and-mortar and cyber storefronts
throughout the U.S. and Canada, with more than
$747 billion in transactions in 2008. Bob Nadeau is
Chase Paymentech’s group executive for product
development and payment relations. 

Electronic Retailer: Given today’s economy,
many companies have concerns about the
growing risk of debt. How can a payment pro-
cessing company help merchants in this envi-
ronment?

Bob Nadeau: Today’s economy is obviously a con-
cern to everyone. Reduced discretionary spending
has far-reaching effects on our merchants. For
instance, we are especially prominent in the e-com-
merce space. Over half of all e-commerce transac-
tions take place on our platforms. One of the things
we saw during the holiday season, through our Pulse
Index, was that transactions processed by our largest
e-commerce merchants actually rose from last year,
while the average ticket, or amount per transaction,
went down. What that says to us is that consumers
are still shopping; they’re just spending less. We are
also seeing consumers moving away from purchas-
ing with credit cards and moving toward debit and
alternative forms of payment. That makes sense.
Credit is tighter right now and consumers are more
conservative with their debt. Where we as an acquir-
er can deliver value to our merchants is through
ensuring that they can accept the alternative pay-
ment types their customers are using. Consumers
may not be spending on credit, but as we saw over
the holiday season, they are spending. We want to
make sure that our merchants have all the tools they
need to sell to their customers.

ER: How have recent PCI Compliance stan-
dards changed your business or the payment
industry at large? 

Nadeau: The PCI Data Security Standard (DSS) is
something we are very invested in. There are plen-

ty of criminals who are out to breach the system of
electronic payments anywhere they can. They are
very smart and very determined. The PCI standard
serves as a focus for those of us in the payments
industry. It’s a way for us to keep ourselves paying
attention to combating the problem of data securi-
ty threats. By pushing the standard out to our mer-
chants and partners, and by insisting that the stan-
dard be followed, we’re making it harder and hard-
er for those criminals to succeed and operate unde-
tected. Eventually, what we want to do is make it so
difficult—and the possibility of getting caught so
certain—that those people decide it’s simply not
worth the risk. We aren’t there yet, but with the PCI
DSS in place, and with the support the industry is
showing for it, we know we’re on the right track. As
a leader in this industry, that’s very gratifying to us. 

ER: How does technology play a role in a pay-
ment processing company’s overall services?

Nadeau: Chase Paymentech has always been about
smart investments in technology. We like to say that
we may not be the first-to-market, but we’re always
the best-to-market. That’s an important distinction,
especially during unsteady times. Merchants want to
know they are getting access to the best available
technologies, whether that is in security, alternative
payments, platform, you name it. Electronic pay-
ments are at the heart of their businesses and they
don’t want something experimental or ahead of its
time. With our long history of processing payments,
we have the experience to evaluate emerging tech-
nologies and the wisdom to know which ones will be
a benefit to our merchants and which ones to avoid. 

ER: Payment processing has evolved to be
more than just a pricing game. How does
your company differentiate itself from the
competition when it comes to client services? 

Nadeau: We pride ourselves on being consultative
with our merchants. That’s not just a marketing
slogan either. We really are their partners, regard-
less of size or industry. Many of our large national
accounts, customers with very recognizable names,
came to us in the beginning because we were will-
ing to work with them when they were just starting
out. We saw their potential and we wanted to be
their partners. We continue that tradition with our
emerging and mid-market businesses. We continue
to bring our deep expertise and broad range of
solution to even the smallest merchants.  

ADVERTORIAL
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TaylorMade Golf's new website is the golfer's

ultimate web hangout-and a brill"antly
executed exampl of online

community.
BY TOM DEllNER

Relentless innovation. It's something
of a credo at TaylorMade Golf
Company. It's helped the Carlsbad,
Calif.-based equipment manufacturer
introduce 45 driver designs since
2003, becoming golf's leading metal
wood maker both on the professional
tours and at retail, where the compa
ny's annual revenue has more than
doubled in the same timeframe, to a
whopping $1.3 billion.

But this strategy doesn't stop at the
company's R&D department. It also
applies to how TaylorMade markets
its products and communicates with
its customers. And it certainly applies
to The Clubhouse, the company's
new community-oriented website.

The site (taylormadegolf.com) is

unlike anything else in golf-or any
other industry, for that matter. Sure, it
contains detailed product and com
pany information and other multi
media content of interest to its cus
tomers. But that's where similarities
between The Clubhouse and other
websites end.

The Clubhouse is more an experi
ence. The entire site is designed to
replicate the feel of membership at a
high-end golf club. Users~club mem
bers-navigate the site by moving
throughout six richly designed rooms.
In the Lobby one can watch video of
TaylorMade tour professionals. In the
Lounge, you can learn about the com
pany's storied history or browse a col
lection of vintage equipment. To learn

more about current products, head to
the Golf Shop. If you're curious about
what's in the design pipeline, step into
the Innovation Lab, where you can
learn about the technologies that will
help drive the next generation of golf
equipment or interact with
TaylorMade's design team. You can
even head out to the Practice Range
for a lesson (from a TaylorMade tour
or club professional) designed to fix
your particular swing flaw. Afterward,
relax in the Locker Room-your lock
er might be next to Sergio Garcia's or
Mike Weir's. Visit their lockers and
you'll be treated to video that allows
you to get to know what these players
are like, off the course.

It's a golf nut's fantasy hangout-

Spring 20091 ONLINEstrategies 7
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relentlessINNOVATION

and a shining example of a website
that truly fosters community.

We caught up with the people behind
the new site (Bob Maggiore, vice presi-
dent of marketing; Ken Van Kampen,
editor in chief, print and interactive
media; and Michael Mark, creative
director and CEO of TaylorMade’s
long-time agency of record NYCA) for
an exclusive tour of The Clubhouse.

Online Strategies: How did the
idea for The Clubhouse originate?
What was it that you were trying
to accomplish?

Michael Mark: I’ve had the good for-

tune of working with a number of
golf companies. It’s different here.

The world only gets to see a part of
what TaylorMade is about: the prod-
ucts and the athletes. TaylorMade is a
company, but it’s also a community—
a community of golfers, from the
CEO on down. They truly love the
game. With The Clubhouse, we want
to welcome the community at large
into our community. 

Bob Maggiore: Also, we wanted to
develop the opportunity to communi-
cate, on a one-to-one basis, with
TaylorMade’s loyal consumers. As the
site continues to develop, you’ll see
enhancements that will improve and
enhance this communication.
Messaging will become more and
more customized. For instance, if
you’re a left-handed golfer who likes a
forged type of club and you have an
affinity for tour player Mike Weir, we’ll
push information regarding new left-
handed forged clubs in the works, as
well as the latest news, tips and video
from Mike Weir. We’ll be able to put
exactly what the member wants from
TaylorMade, in front of that member. 

Ken Van Kampen: We monitor the
major golf blogs. Golf consumers
really want to express themselves.
And they are talking about
TaylorMade. They have opinions.
They wonder why we do certain
things. This is an opportunity to open
our doors and invite these people in.
Members will be able to tell us what
they like and what they don’t like.
These people are opinion leaders and
we absolutely want to hear what they
have to say and engage them in
authentic, two-way communication.

OS: What sort of metrics will you
use to gauge the site’s success?

Maggiore: I think there’s the obvious
answer: We’ll look at daily visitors to
the site, unique visitors to the site,
bounce rates, opt-in rates, loyal-
ty…we’ll certainly look at all these
metrics. But the other element, which

“Every study we’ve
seen indicates that

when manufacturers
sell direct, it doesn’t

steal the retailers’
share of the pie, it

actually causes the
entire pie to grow.”

—Bob Maggiore

The Clubhouse archi-
tects, from left to right:
Michael Mark, Ken Van
Kampen and Bob
Maggiore.
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is ultimately far more important, is
the lifetime value of the members. We
are fostering real relationships with
our customers—our members—and
the value of these relationships will
determine the success of the site.  

OS: It’s clear from the quality of
the site that it did not come
cheap. Did you have difficulty
selling the idea to the c-level
executives?

Maggiore: It wasn’t as
difficult as you might
think. We always speak
of relentless innovation.
It would be almost hyp-
ocritical if we weren’t as
innovative in the way we
talk to our consumers as
we are in the way that
we design our products.
Part of what we believe
in is having the courage
to make a significant change. We
pitched the idea, and when people
understood that we had a real oppor-
tunity to do something exceptional
online, it was approved.

Mark: The project goes hand-in-
hand with the corporate culture,
which made it relatively easy to gain
approval.

OS: Could you describe some of
the site’s most important features?

Van Kampen: The area we call the
Locker Room is where the customer
comes to join as a member. There’s a
real sense of membership—of belong-
ing—there. Members are given lockers
which they populate with information
about themselves: their handicap, the
strengths and weaknesses of their
game, their equipment, their home
course (weather information at your
home course is constantly updated).
Your locker will be next to your favorite
tour pros’. Their lockers are filled with
all sorts of constantly updated infor-

mation about them, their equipment
and fun tidbits about them, like the
shot they would most like to have over
again. You see them in a different light;
you can get to know them a bit, just as
you would if you actually were mem-
bers of the same club.

Mark: We hope to create a real intimacy.
You’ll hear the pros say things that
they’ll never say on The Golf Channel—

things that they would be
more likely to discuss at
the 19th hole at their club. 

Van Kampen: The
Lounge area is really
cool, as well. It’s a place
you can go to learn
about TaylorMade his-
tory or read about
TaylorMade in the
media. You can look
through a collection of

vintage equipment. Sure, this is all
self-promotional I suppose, but it
really does have the look and feel of a
place where you’d like to hang out
and spend some time. 

Mark: The Innovation Lab is a place
where you can go to learn what
TaylorMade has in the works from a
product standpoint—what technologies
we’re utilizing or developing. You can
really get into the mindset of the techni-
cal directors and the club designers.

Van Kampen: We’re working hard to

get the guys behind the scenes at our
company out there. We want our
members to get to know them—to
realize that they don’t just make prod-
ucts, they’re golfers just like you and
me. They’re smart, they’re funny and
they’re great to listen to.

Mark: The layout of the site really
reinforces the feel we’re trying to con-
vey. If you want to learn about the lat-

“The world only gets to see a part of what
TaylorMade is about: the products and the
athletes. TaylorMade is a company, but it’s
also a community—a community of golfers,
from the CEO on down. We truly love the
game. With The Clubhouse, we want to 
welcome the community at large into our
community.”—Michael Mark

The design reinforces the feel of a
high-end golf club. Clickable items

glow, and lead to additional content.
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est products, you go the Golf Shop. If
you want to learn more about it, or
see what TaylorMade is working on,
go to the Innovation Lab. You can go
to the Practice Range and take a les-
son. Go to the Locker Room and see
what the other guys—the pros—are
talking about. You have all these won-
derful touchpoints where you can
learn more and share more.

OS: What might we see down the
road a few months?

Maggiore: There will be greater
opportunities for members to post
content, for example, product ratings.
We’ll provide advanced looks at cer-
tain products and solicit member
feedback. It is so valuable for us to
hear what everyday golfers have to
say. We will gain valuable insights at
the same time we strengthen our rela-
tionships with our members. 

Van Kampen: Also, we designed the
site around six rooms or areas, but
one is empty—undesigned. We did
this intentionally. What we do with

that sixth room is really up to our
members. Maybe they’ll want a fit-
ness center. We don’t know. But we’ll
listen to the members and let them
drive how we build out the site.

OS: What sort of challenges did you
encounter in developing the site?

Maggiore: The greatest challenge,

quite frankly, was in the digital part-
ner we had at the onset. Ultimately,
we came to the realization that they
weren’t golfers and were struggling to
grasp the nuances of the project. 

So we decided to have NYAC, our
agency of record, take the lead. They
had never done anything digital or
interactive on this sort of scale, but
they added the necessary resources
and were off and running.  

The way we work with NYAC is cru-
cial. It’s not the typical agency-client
relationship where we meet and then
they go back into their own world,

create a project and then present it to
us. Instead, it’s like we’re all at the
same table at the same time. It’s really
important to us to be as close to it or
as hands-on as we are. With the other
agency, it felt as though it was more
about them wanting to advance their
own ideas and their own technologies,
rather than working collaboratively.

OS: How are you promoting the
site?

Maggiore: We really haven’t done
much promotion yet. Soon, we’ll con-
duct an e-mail campaign with our
current customer database of 1.5 mil-
lion, but we don’t have anything spe-
cific planned advertising wise.

Van Kampen: We’ve also talked
about putting The Clubhouse logo on
the golf bags—maybe even on the
sleeves—of some of our tour profes-
sionals for some television exposure.

OS: You don’t sell direct to the
consumer on the site. Are there
any plans to?

Maggiore: At some point, we want to
offer this to our consumers. We
haven’t settled on a final plan for
doing so, but we are very intent on
figuring it out and will seek out feed-
back from our retail partners. Every
study we’ve seen indicates that when
manufacturers sell direct, it doesn’t
steal the retailers’ share of the pie, it
actually causes the entire pie to grow.

OS: What has the reaction been
like so far?

Van Kampen: It’s been great. People
have been blown away by the look,
feel and experience. Our opt-in
rates—people who not only sign up,
but who also request that we send
them additional communication—
are in excess of 67 percent, which
has dramatically exceeded our
expectations.

10 electronicRETAILER | Spring 2009
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“We designed the site around six rooms or
areas, but one is empty—undesigned. We

did this intentionally. What we do with that
sixth room is really up to our members.

Maybe they’ll want a fitness center. We don’t
know. But we’ll listen to the members and
let them drive how we build out the site.”

—Ken Van Kampen

Proof positive
that

TaylorMade is
a community

of golfers—
and that it isn’t

all work and
no play at the

company.
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Chat—leveraged
correctly—can be a

powerful, versatile
and cost-effective

tool, resolving
customer service
issues, improving
conversion rates

and enabling cross-
and upselling.

BY MICHAEL TRIPP

The rapid integration of instant
messaging and mobile phone texting
into everyday life has spawned con-
sumer acceptance of a related and
powerful communication tool:
online click-to-chat. Following the
lead of the telecommunications
industry—an early adopter of chat
technology—a growing number of
companies across multiple indus-

tries are adopting chat to drive tangi-
ble operating and economic benefits.

For those companies, click-to-chat
has become an important and necessary
component in their portfolio of cus-
tomer service tools. They use chat to: 
• Reduce and deflect more costly phone

calls and e-mail communication; 
• Increase online customer self-service;
• Improve customer satisfaction and

brand loyalty;
• Decrease operating costs and call

abandonment; and 
• Strengthen competitive advantage. 

The “why” of chat as an online
customer communication tool is
easy to understand. Chat enables two
people to communicate directly,
using real-time texting precisely at
the point of need. Chat customers
request and receive assistance (and
gratification) immediately, by click-
ing a button to engage an online
“conversation” similar to an instant
message. Or a specially trained
agent, aided with “triggers” loaded
into the chat software, may proac-
tively approach a web visitor with an
offer of assistance at a critical
moment in the conversion funnel, as

determined by your analytics. Either
way, an agent instantly communi-
cates with a customer for the pur-
pose of resolving an issue, closing or
saving a sale, upselling, cross-selling,
or preventing disenrollment from a
contract.

Consumers have come to expect
the same level of immediate service
on the Internet as they receive on the
telephone. Yet all too often, organiza-
tions fail to employ strategies to inter-
cede when a consumer needs imme-
diate online assistance from a human
being, rather than an automated
response. Many organizations do not
take steps to discourage their website
customers from clicking away from
partially completed forms, abandon-
ing shopping carts or becoming frus-
trated when information is not at
their fingertips. They fail to provide
customers with real-time assistance at
the point of need, a shortcoming that
erodes the customer experience and
risks brand loyalty.

Regardless of the reason why con-
sumers visit a website, they are always
looking for guidance or reassur-
ance—a personal connection with a

12 ONLINEstrategies | Spring 2009
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company. At Connextions Inc., our
internal surveys show chat to be
widely accepted by consumers. In
fact, nearly nine out of 10 people
polled on behalf of our clients
responded that based on their experi-
ence with chat, they intend to use the
tool again. Consumers also expressed
appreciation for the chat “paper trail”
that provides a tool for later reference
should further assistance be
required—subsequent customer
service communications do not have
to begin from scratch.

B-to-C companies such as wireless
communications providers have long
used chat as a personal, instant con-
nection to customers. One well-
known telecommunications client
with whom we’ve worked has achieved
significant financial and operational
benefits. The chart below reflects their
experience and nicely demonstrates
the power of chat:

BUILDING SUCCESSFUL
CHAT CAPABILITY
How can chat be applied in order to
achieve results similar to those of the
telecommunications company? The
simple answer is by enhancing the
customer experience. Creating a
consistent, positive customer experi-
ence at an organization’s front line—
the contact center—will have a direct
correlation to the bottom line.

Return on investment for chat relies
on technology—and people-based
solutions that enable companies to
attract and acquire the right cus-
tomers and to keep them loyal over
the entire customer lifecycle.  

But chat technology won’t succeed
without agents who are recruited,
trained and managed specifically to

support the chat function. Similar to
their inbound call colleagues, chat
service reps must be vigorously
schooled, tested and certified for
product and service knowledge and
how to impart this information to
customers through the chat tool.  

Technology analytics software and
program triggers enable chat agents
to provide immediate and appropri-
ate interaction with customers. Also

assisted by software, the agent con-
trols when she is available to receive
chats, and may transfer a chat to a
designated group or individual
agent when an issue requires escala-
tion, or when another customer
requires her full attention.

A chat agent can direct a browsing
customer to a self-help page, can
quickly solve simple issues (such as
password re-sets) and even provide
more involved customized informa-
tion—again, at the point of need—
including the resolution of billing
disputes. And unlike a voice agent
who can handle only one call at a
time, a trained, experienced agent
can handle multiple concurrent
chats, thus driving down the cost-
per-transaction. Therefore, the supe-
rior ROI of chat versus voice is
reflected in average handle times as
chats-per-agent increase per hour
(see table on following page).

Chat-based customer relation-
ships are further managed and
improved through automation and
agent intervention. Customers wait-
ing in a queue for a pre-determined
length of time—for example, more
than 30 seconds—receive “pushed”
messages from either the agent or
system software. 

AVOIDING COMMON CHAT
PROGRAM ERRORS
To apply the tool successfully, com-
panies must understand that chat is
not a simple “plug and play” tech-
nology. Some common errors busi-
nesses have made include:

Hiring the Wrong Agents – Chat
agents and voice agents have distinct
personalities and skill sets and they
shouldn’t be expected to perform
each other’s jobs. A chat agent
prefers written communication, is
extremely focused and doesn’t like
interruptions when working. This is
in contrast to the typical voice agent,
who tends to be more outwardly
social.

14 ONLINEstrategies | Spring 2009
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Goal Results Over 6 Month Period

Customer Experience Satisfaction levels increased 10 to 12%

Call Deflection 71% indicated no need to call on phone

Chat Adoption 86% indicated intention to use chat again

Cost Savings Cost per transaction decreased 30% versus phone

Resolution Rate 2 chats resolved for every 1 inbound call

First Call Resolution Increased to 58.4%, surpassing voice FCR

Staff Turnover Staff retention improved 50%, compared to voice

Unlike a voice agent
who can handle 

only one call at a
time, a trained, expe-

rienced agent can
handle multiple con-

current chats, thus
driving down the

cost-per-transaction.
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Leaving Customers Waiting – Like a
frustrated radio listener who switches
to another station when there is “dead
air,” an online customer will often ter-
minate a chat session when too much
time elapses between questions and
answers. Well-designed chat solutions
keep customer wait time to a bare
minimum. 

Making Chat Icons Difficult to
Locate – Strategic placement of the
click-to-chat button on a company’s
website can turn shoppers into buy-
ers, enable faster resolution of cus-
tomer service issues and strengthen
brand loyalty. Chat entry points
placed on logical pages, such as
those containing billing or state-
ment information, often lead to

faster resolution of questions and
more satisfied customers.

Placing Chat Icons in the Wrong
Locations – Placing a chat icon on the
homepage of a website invites a con-
tact before customers have an oppor-
tunity to help themselves. And when
customers navigate to the “Contact
Us” page, they want to speak directly
to an agent. Placing chat icons in the
wrong location can drive up costs
and frustrate a customer. 

Overusing Chat Solutions – Web
pages containing links to frequently
asked questions can prompt cus-
tomers to locate information with-
out using either a chat or voice
agent, saving your business money.
Companies often overlook opportu-
nities to place informational links in
multiple locations on their website.

Making Chat a Stand-alone
Solution – As with other electronic
channels for customer service, don’t
implement web chat as a stand-
alone solution. Chat must be part of
a larger e-service suite of multichan-
nel, multifunction operations, such
as voice and e-mail. 

Agents Who Don’t Close the Deal –
Some agents don’t know how to ask
for a sale or to pass on a customer to

a secondary closer. These agents may
have good customer service skills,
but don’t know how to ask the right
questions to close a deal.

The bottom line? The success of a
business’s customer experience
strategy depends on its ability to dif-
ferentiate itself from competitors
through the proper mix of people
and technology. Adding click-to-
chat to that mix will go a long way in
protecting an organization’s most
valuable asset: its customers. 

Michael Tripp is senior vice president
and head of commercial operations at
Connextions Inc., an Orlando-based
business process solutions firm that
helps its clients to acquire, retain and
serve their customers. He can be
reached at mtripp@connextions.com.Chat technology

won’t succeed with-
out agents who are
recruited, trained 
and managed 
specifically to support
the chat function.

Traditional Call

Agent Cost $30 per hour

Average Hand-
ling Time (AHT) 10 minutes

Calls Per Hour 5

Cost Per Call $6.00

Click-to-Chat

Agent Cost $30 per hour

Chats Per Hour 9-12

Cost Per Chat $3.33-$2.50
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After a challenging holiday season,
merchants now face seemingly para-
doxical imperatives in 2009:
Continue e-commerce growth while
holding the line on expenses. Now
more than ever, e-retailers must
invest wisely to stay competitive. 

Industry-wide, e-commerce sales
fell by three percent for the holiday
season, according to measurement
firm comScore—the first decline ever
recorded since the firm began track-
ing e-commerce in 2001. And total
annual e-commerce sales grew 12
percent in 2008, a 37-percent drop
from 2007. After these reversals, many
merchants find themselves reeling—
and struggling to determine where
growth might come from in 2009.

Such trying conditions might
tempt merchants to hunker down
and halt website investment. But now

is not the time for stagnation.
Merchants must continue to improve
and innovate online, because:

Consumers expect it. - They’re
increasingly experienced—more than
30 percent have been shopping online
for over seven years, according to
Forrester—and their expectations for
relevant, helpful shopping experi-
ences will continue to grow. 

Online sales will drive overall
growth. - Even with the disappointing
2008 holiday season, e-commerce
continues to be the growth channel
for the majority of retailers. 

For some merchants, now is the
time to make an investment in a new
technology platform that will help
them meet increasing customer
expectations and give them the tools
and capabilities to differentiate their
brand. Merchants saddled with
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A tough retail climate is no time for 
e-retailers to hunker down and resist 
website improvement. While dramatic
changes might currently be cost prohibi-
tive, a number of smaller improvements
can yield surprisingly significant results.

BY KEN BURKE
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home-grown systems that require re-
writing code with every enhance-
ment may find it impossible to
implement even focused, limited
projects without racking up huge
costs—a sure sign that they need to
re-assess their platform. 

But for those whose e-commerce
foundations are strong, there are sig-
nificant gains to be made by tackling
a to-do list comprised of smaller proj-
ects that can make a big difference in
conversion and revenue—even in this
difficult economic environment.

The key to identifying which proj-
ects are right for your site? Know Thy
Audience. While experimental social
computing projects might reason-
ably be tabled by most merchants, if
your core customers seek the inter-
activity of a blog or the convenience
of Twitter sale updates, then now
might be the time to launch a
focused social strategy whose impact
you can measure. 

With a thorough understanding of
the site experience your customers
expect, you’ll gain a clear vision of the
priorities for the remainder of 2009
and beyond. Rather than focusing on
“bells-and-whistles” functionality,
focus on essential features that
enhance relevancy and utility for your
customers—and drive sales. Here are
some of the top projects to consider.

“LITE” REDESIGN 
Now is a pivotal time to tackle
known problems and update to the
latest standards. Let user feedback
and analytics data be your guide in
deciding where to focus improve-
ments, taking into consideration
these potential projects:

> Realign your category naviga-
tion. Poor navigation is the most
common complaint about e-com-
merce sites and the top reason for
abandonment, with 33 percent of
consumers saying they’ll go elsewhere
if a site’s navigation is too confusing,
according to a recent survey by
Internet Retailer. Merchants should

monitor navigation performance on
an ongoing basis.

Analyze what’s working and what’s
not. Identify your top-selling product
categories and ensure you’re giving
them prominence in global naviga-
tion. Remove underperforming
product categories that drive below-
average revenue. Also, you should
prioritize category display order by
revenue or popularity. Top revenue-
generating or popular categories
should be prioritized left to right
and/or top to bottom. 

Group categories logically. The
navigation should display categories
in clusters so that shoppers can grasp
the logic. Consider groupings by
product type (tops, bottoms, acces-
sories, etc.), by theme or usage-based
categories (by activity, by room) or by
merchandizing categories (sale/ clear-
ance, best sellers, etc.). While doing
so, be sure to heed customer expecta-
tions, e.g., the “sale/clearance” catego-
ry is almost always at the far right,
while best sellers typically occupy the
first position.

>Redesign for today’s browsers.
Maximize merchandizing space with
these tactics:  

Go wide. - With almost 90 percent
of web browsers now using screen
resolutions of 1024 x 768 or higher
(according to screenresolution.org),
it’s high time to move to a design
that’s 960 pixels wide. Doing so gives
you more merchandizing space—a
key advantage, given that shoppers
are spending less time on sites than
ever before, according to MarketLive
Performance Index data. Shoppers
must instantly register whether your
site is relevant to them, and the more
merchandizing you can show them,
the better your chances are that they
will connect. 

Eliminate left-justification.-
Designers recommend centering your
site so it takes center stage, regardless
of monitor screen size. 

BEEF UP PRODUCT 
PAGE CONTENT
The product page is a crucial way-
point on the path to purchase; it’s
where browsers become shoppers and
commit to adding items to their cart.
While many merchants have added
rich imaging, cross-sells and “recently
viewed” functionality, they often neg-
lect the text on this all-important
page by failing to enhance beyond
printed catalog copy or manufactur-
ers’ product descriptions. 

There is more incentive than ever
to enhance product page content.
With merchants increasingly fine-
tuning their SEO efforts, product
page text can help boost relevance,
and product pages now serve as
landing pages for browsers con-
ducting targeted searches. And
shoppers’ nervousness amid eco-
nomic uncertainty gives further
incentive for merchants to beef up
product page content with product
guarantees and other credibility-
boosting messages. 

Rich product page content can
yield measurable results. MarketLive
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Performance Index data shows that
organizing extensive product infor-
mation into easily scanned, tabbed
content boosts product page conver-
sion—measured by dividing the
number of cart additions by the num-
ber of product views—by more than
11 percent! 

When bolstering product content,
here are some elements to include:

>Robust descriptions. In addi-
tion to outlining specific product
characteristics, focus on unique prod-

uct benefits (“oxygenates and ener-
gizes the skin for maximum glow”),
suggest appropriate usage (“perfect
for a night on the town”) and high-
light unique features (“the only
blender with 20 speeds”). Break out
the text into easily scannable, bulleted
lists so shoppers can take in the infor-
mation swiftly.

>Product guarantee or return
information. Even if you can’t offer a
100-percent, money-back lifetime
guarantee, consider boosting the
timeframe for accepting returns or
exchanges to accommodate budget-
conscious, cautious shoppers. 

>Shipping costs and delivery
timelines. Shipping costs remain a
top concern for shoppers, according
to Forrester, with 75 percent saying
they’re more likely to purchase from
a merchant offering free shipping. If
you offer free shipping above a
threshold or flat-rate shipping, dis-
play these promotions on the prod-
uct page so shoppers can factor
them into their purchase considera-
tions. Also, link to information
about shipping methods and deliv-

ery timelines, so that shoppers can
view instantly when they should
expect to receive the product. 

>Fit guides, dimensions and
specifications. While multiple
images and zoom help shoppers com-
pensate for being unable to see and
touch products in person, detailed
specs provide an additional level of
certainty and boosts confidence that
their expectations will be met.

>Customer ratings and
reviews. Some merchants cling to

the belief that negative customer
reviews will drive down conversion
rates. But in fact, MarketLive
Performance Index data shows that
sites with customer reviews earn six
percent higher conversion, on aver-
age, than those without them. More
than half of consumers say they’ve
bought products despite reading a
negative customer review, according
to Forrester. When they encounter
disparaging comments about a
product, 26 percent continue shop-
ping for the product anyway, while
37 percent seek more information
in the form of an expert or profes-
sional review.

If the thought of adding a welter of
content to your site is daunting, start
small and focus your efforts on five
to 10 percent of your product mix
based on product pages with high
page views and low conversion rates,
products that are top sellers in other
channels but not online and high-
ticket products or high-considera-
tion products

Once you’ve enhanced their prod-
uct pages, monitor performance and

document increased revenue to justi-
fy further investment in product con-
tent development.

THE TRANSPARENT
SHOPPING CART
With cart abandonment rates con-
tinuing to hover above 50 percent—
and with shoppers ever more deter-
mined in their search for bargains
online—it’s more important than
ever to be transparent about the total
order cost. Add calculators to the
shopping cart so that shoppers can
see estimated shipping and tax
charges right away, rather than on
the last page of checkout.

Merchants should also ensure that
the shopping cart provides all the
information shoppers need to com-
plete the purchase, including:

>A link to detailed information
about shipping options, delivery
timeframes and costs.

>Customer service contact
information. Include an “800” num-
ber displayed prominently in the cen-
tral content area, and a link to live
chat if you offer that functionality.

>A link to product guarantee
and return information.

>Third-party certification
logos. Impartial third-party verifica-
tion of site security from partners
such as McAfee Secure and Verisign
have been shown to increase conver-
sion by up to 14 percent, according to
McAfee.

Also consider adding functionality
that might help shoppers complete
their purchases later. Salvaging an
eventual sale is better than losing it
altogether. Consider adding:

>“Save Cart.” Most shopping carts
are persistent. That is, shoppers who
return to the site days or even weeks
later will still see their items in the
cart. But making this functionality
explicit reassures shoppers that their
selections won’t be lost and demon-
strates that the merchant can adapt to
their need to leave and return.

>“Print Cart.” For merchants with

For those whose e-commerce foundations
are strong, there are significant gains to be
made by tackling a to-do list comprised of
smaller projects that can make a big differ-
ence in conversion and revenue—even in
this difficult economic environment.
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brick-and-mortar stores, this func-
tionality is a must. It allows shoppers
to print items they’ve selected and
complete their purchases offline.

>“E-mail Cart.” Let shoppers
share their selections with others—
or e-mail the cart contents to them-
selves for later reference—with an e-
mail link. 

SMOOTH CHECKOUT
Further eliminate purchase road-
blocks by implementing key best
practices through checkout. Although
there’s much hand-wringing over the
optimal number of checkout steps,
research shows that a logical flow
matters more than the number of
pages. But there’s one notable no-no:
forced registration. 

Past MarketLive Performance
Index data has found that forced reg-
istration upped abandonment by 143
percent, and Forrester reports that 23
percent of online consumers abandon
sites mid-purchase rather than com-
plete a required registration process,
describing it as an “unnecessary road-
block that can actually deter them
from wanting to give you money.”

Beyond allowing shoppers to check
out as guests, merchants should:

>Provide intuitive, customer-
friendly error messaging. Let shop-
pers know precisely what they missed
or mis-entered with prominent, spe-
cific flags. 

>Consider alternative pay-
ments. Sellers of high-consideration
products such as furniture, jewelry
and high-end electronics are increas-
ingly offering other ways for cus-
tomers to pay. And shoppers use these
services; according to Forrester, 34
percent of consumers have now used
alternative payments on retail sites.
PayPal remains the market leader,
offering shoppers the convenience
and safety of entering a username and
password, rather than complete cred-
it card information at transaction’s
end. Google Checkout offers similar
benefits, with participating mer-

chants receiving the additional bonus
of discounted paid search campaigns.
BillMeLater is an instant credit mech-
anism allowing shoppers to defer pay-
ment. With merchants scrambling to
re-introduce layaway programs as a
way of accommodating cash-
crunched consumers, BillMeLater is
increasingly viable.

BOLSTER SITE
AVAILABILITY
Before shoppers can fall in love with
your site, they have to be able to
access it in the first place. And they
expect sites to be faster than ever.
While a 2006 Jupiter Research study
found that browsers abandon sites
that fail to load within four seconds, a

November 2008 survey from
Aberdeen Research found that a delay
of even one second caused a drop of
seven percent in conversion. 

Poor online performance has an
offline impact as well, with 65 percent
of online shoppers saying they’d
reconsider shopping at a company’s
physical store if they had a poor
online experience, according to per-
formance testing firm Gomez, Inc.
The upshot? Merchants must contin-
ually assess site availability and per-
formance, understand the impact of
new features and functionality and
consider distributed asset hosting
with vendors such as Akamai if per-
formance dips.

TRACK YOUR RESULTS
Regardless of which projects top your
priority list, measuring the results of
improvements is crucial. Maximize
use of your analytics platform to

track performance of every promo-
tion and project; by tying new initia-
tives to results, you’ll justify further
investment in the online channel.

There’s no doubt that the year
ahead will present a challenge for
online merchants. But by focusing
on discrete improvements that
enhance the customer experience,
merchants can provide measurable
proof that e-commerce remains a
winner—note only for 2009, but for
the long term as well.

Ken Burke is chairman and founder of
MarketLive, a leading provider of e-
commerce platforms and services for
mid-sized retailers. Contact him at
ken.burke@marketlive.com.
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Although there’s much hand-wringing over
the optimal number of checkout steps,

research shows that a logical flow matters
more than the number of pages. But there’s

one notable no-no: forced registration. 
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Just 10 years ago, if you had a successful
product on TV, you didn’t really need a

website. That’s because less than two percent
of sales came from inbound web traffic gener-

ated by DRTV media. Just five years ago, almost
any ol’ website would’ve been sufficient to handle the 10 per-

cent of sales being processed online. My how things have changed!
Today, you need a carefully designed, expertly managed web-

site to capture the 50 percent of sales (or more) a successful
DRTV campaign can deliver. To put that in perspective, if you
were foolish enough to run your business like you did 10 years
ago, your CPOs would be twice what they could be. Moreover,
the gap between a good web services provider and a great one
has increased just as dramatically. These days, you could be
doing 50 percent of your sales online and still be leaving
another 50 percent on the table. I’ve seen it happen.

I can’t blame DRTV marketers. They come from an industry
where campaigns hinge on a dollar or two per order, so squeez-
ing pennies from suppliers seems like the surest strategy for suc-
cess. But the web is a totally different animal, and marketers need
to realize that cost management alone is insufficient to realize a
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Some multichannel 
marketers—especially

those with roots in DRTV—
tend to approach their web

presence with an emphasis on
cost management. By instead
focusing on the following 10
fundamentals of online mar-

keting, these marketers—in
fact, all marketers—could

enjoy web revenue that far
exceeds their expectations.

BY BOB GREENSTONE
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campaign’s full potential. For example,
while it’s true that you take orders in
similar ways on the phone and on the
web, the similarities end there. While
you can usually only squeeze small
improvements out of your inbound
telemarketing process with better or
more aggressive scripts, on the web you
can literally double or even triple your
sales through dozens of well-executed
changes managed in real time.

Yes, that’s right: Most DRTV mar-
keters have the potential to double or
even triple their web business. “How is
this possible?” you may ask. “Isn’t a web-
site just a website? If they come to my
website, no matter how poorly opti-
mized it is, won’t the customers just buy
anyway?” No, no—a thousand times no!

Consider a small change, such as to
the headline of your site, the positioning
of the order
button or the
color scheme.
In statistically
valid experi-
ment after
experiment, we
have demon-
strated that
changes to these
elements can
increase or
decrease sales by as
much as 20 per-
cent—per factor! I know it
sounds crazy, but it’s true.

Now imagine what years’ worth of
findings like these could do if applied
to your website, and you’ll see why the
quality of your web services is so
important these days. 

Not only that, but the supplier you
select can bring you amazing benefits
or incredible grief in other areas as
well, such as data security, website
uptime, the flexibility to make quick
changes or even the ability to predict
the potential success of a DRTV prod-
uct before you invest in commercial
production and media.

With this in mind, here is my check-

list of the top 10 things you need to
achieve your full web potential,
whether you’re using an outside sup-
plier or managing an in-house team.

THE BEST POSSIBLE
CONVERSION RATE 
A conversion rate is defined, simply, as
the percentage of website visitors who
place an order. If 100 people visit your
site and 20 place an order, that’s a 20-
percent conversion rate. So how do you
maximize that number? In today’s
online world, where consumers are used
to amazing visual experiences, the old

techniques aren’t working as well as
they used to. Take streaming video.
It’s not what it used to be. In fact, I’ve
even seen it lower conversion rates.
These days, sophisticated animations
and well story-boarded websites do a
much better job of driving sales. So

how do you know what’s
o p t i m a l ?

Simple: Test,
test, test. If your

web team doesn’t
have A/B split testing

capability or, better yet,
multivariate testing capabili-

ty, you are most definitely leav-
ing money on the table.

THE HIGHEST AVERAGE SALE
The average sale is calculated by divid-
ing the number of visitors who place
an order into the total revenue gener-
ated by the site. Most DRTV websites
today imitate the phone experience by
using the exact copy and flow from the
campaign’s telemarketing script. Not a
bad place to start (provided that script
is working), but that’s usually as far as
most marketers go. Simply testing one
set of copy, one image and one presen-

tation of these elements is a strategic
relic from an earlier time. Modern
multivariate testing technology can
test dozens of copy points, images and

other combinations to identify the
recipe that delivers the highest average
sale. You may need a team of talented
graphic artists and copywriters to get
there, but help is available at no incre-
mental cost to you if you outsource to
a competent web services provider.

SOLID DATA SECURITY 
Poor data security could destroy your
business overnight. Most suppliers
tout PCI compliance, but this is a very
minimal standard that provides virtu-
ally no protection against data loss.
Your web solution needs to involve not
only basic protections, such as PCI
compliance and HTTPS secure web
pages, but also a complete data securi-
ty plan with proper supervision. Most
DRTV marketers have no idea how
their data is stored and handled. Yet if
their supplier loses a batch of credit
card numbers to a cyber-thief, they
will be on the hook, potentially for
millions of dollars. Some questions to
ask: Does your provider have an SAS-
70? Do they even know what that is?
How many millions of dollars of data
loss insurance do they have? 

ADEQUATE SUPPORT STAFF
Testing offers and keeping your website
current are critical to executing your
marketing plan effectively. There’s
nothing worse than getting a distorted
read on a new offer because your
online team failed to update the site
properly. Here again, there are several
important questions to ask if you’re
outsourcing. How many graphic
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Modern multivariate testing technology can
test dozens of copy points, images and

other combinations to identify the recipe
that delivers the highest average sale.
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designers and animators do they have
on staff? How many IT support per-
sonnel? How many account executives?  

“FIVE NINE” SERVER UPTIME
The expression “server uptime” refers to
the percentage of time your website is
available to the public. This is important
for obvious reasons. Just as you can’t sell
from an empty shelf, you can’t process
orders without a live website! However,
unlike brick-and-mortar stores, keeping
a virtual store running 24/7 involves a lot
of technical details that can prove daunt-
ing. Most times when your site goes
down, you’re probably not even aware of
it—unless you happen to be trying to
access it at that moment. In order to
ensure the ideal maximum uptime of
99.999 percent, known as “five nines,”
you need to have a minimum of two
data centers online with your websites
on both of them. These data centers also
need to be “load balanced,” which means
that if the primary data center has any
issues at all, the other data center can
automatically kick in and handle the
extra load. It is rare for a provider to have
this capability, but it does exist in the
marketplace. The provider also needs to
have 24/7 monitoring and alarm systems
in place that notify tech support staff of
impending or existing hardware, routing
or connectivity issues, as well as attempt-
ed intrusions by hackers.

REAL-TIME REPORTING
Next-day reporting is not acceptable
in our “on demand” world. For myri-
ad reasons, you need real-time
reporting. But this is not as easy or as
trivial as it sounds. The type of
servers that accept orders are different
than the type that crunch mountains
of data and turn it into meaningful
reports in real time. Do you or your
supplier have access to both? If not,
you’re at a competitive disadvantage.

SOURCES FOR 
INCREMENTAL SALES
In addition to helping you manage
your paid search advertising, your

supplier or web team should also be
able to help you get massive amounts
of incremental orders from affiliate,
search and e-mail campaigns.
Competency in this area cannot be
overemphasized. Proper affiliate
management can increase web sales
25 to 50 percent! These sales aren’t
free, of course, but most are paid for
on a cost-per-acquisition (CPA) basis.
That means your ROI is locked in at
200 percent or better. Here’s a quick
way to find out if your web team is
maximizing this opportunity. Go to
Google and search for your brand
name. If you and your affiliates don’t
own the top paid and natural search
listings, you are once again leaving
money on the table. As for e-mail,
look for a provider that has a highly
seasoned program at least five to 10
years old and that aggregately e-mails
a billion or more pieces each month.

A SYSTEM FOR SAVING SALES
It’s an unavoidable fact: Even on the
highest-converting websites, the major-
ity of visitors leave without buying. A
well-known technique to help address

that problem is a pop-up chat window.
As the name implies, when a visitor
tries to leave the site without buying, a
window pops up and encourages them
to chat with an artificial intelligence or
a human that can answer questions and
present better offers. These pop-ups are
sophisticated enough to avoid most
pop-up blockers and can increase sales
by 10 percent or more. A no-brainer,
right? The only problem is that the
third-party solutions on the market
take a large chunk of the “saved” sale.
On the other hand, a first-rate web
services company should have this

capability built into its system and offer
it free of charge to clients.

FLEXIBLE PRICING 
If you’re using an in-house web
team, this one doesn’t apply. But if
you’re outsourcing, you should know
that pricing has really come down in
the online space. In fact, it is now
common to find vendors that offer
services related to inbound traffic for
free. Such vendors (my company is
one) earn their compensation from
various types of third-party offers
made after your transaction is com-
pleted. This model is significantly
improving campaign break-evens by
eliminating a cost center, especially
with campaigns where web sales are
in excess of 50 percent of total sales.
It’s even being applied to the tele-
marketing side in a new packaged
offering of web and IVR for free. 

GREAT ATTITUDES
IT departments are notorious for
their difficult attitudes. They can be
rigid in their thinking and reluctant
to accept new information, especial-

ly from more creative personalities.
To achieve your full potential online,
you need to overcome this common
barrier. As a wise man once said, the
only constant is change. That’s espe-
cially true in the online world. As I
mentioned earlier, being a few years
out of date in your thinking can
mean the difference between cam-
paign success and failure.  

Bob Greenstone is CEO of Permission
Interactive, Inc. in San Diego. He can
be reached at (619) 708-7456 or at
bob@PermissionInteractive.com.

Streaming video is not what it used to be. In
fact, I’ve even seen it lower conversion rates.
These days, sophisticated animations and
well story-boarded websites do a much
better job of driving sales.
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Quality Score is the secret sauce in Google Adwords. It plays a critical role in nearly
everything advertisers care about: when ads run, how ads rank and what ads cost on
a per-click basis. Understanding it is both a competitive advantage and a money saver.

QUALITY SCORE DEFINED
Quality Score is Google’s way of assessing how relevant your paid search keywords
are to the searchers you’re targeting. This rating is then used to determine the suit-
ability of your ads to run against a particular keyword in a particular situation.

Quality Score does three things for Google. First, it provides a filter to pre-
vent unwanted advertisers from showing low-quality ads. Second, it delivers a
reward mechanism for top performing keywords and ads. It also makes the
placement and pricing of ads somewhat opaque, so advertisers can never be

precisely sure why certain things are occurring within their campaigns. 
You can see the quality score of any keyword in AdWords itself, by

running an AdWords Keyword Performance report, or in the inter-
face of some paid search management tools.

Each keyword is rated on a scale of 1 to 10. Keywords that get a
score of 8, 9, or 10 are considered “Great” and tend to receive

higher positions at lower costs. Scores of 5, 6, or 7 are con-
sidered “OK,” although in our experience, anything below

7 is going to incur something of a penalty. Scores of 1-
4 are officially “Poor” and often will result in ads that

do not appear frequently—or at all.
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BY CRAIG DANULOFF 

Discover the power of this poorly
understood paid search KPI to get more

out of your search marketing campaigns.

Quality Score:

X-Factor
PPCThe
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qualitySCORE

In the world of organic search
engine optimization (SEO), the secret
sauce is called PageRank. In the world
of pay-per-click advertising (PPC) it’s
called Quality Score. Both help
Google to best their competitors and
keep publishers and advertisers ever
so slightly in the dark about how
Google’s algorithms really work. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF
QUALITY SCORE 

The paid search process begins when
you select keywords, specify bids and
write the text ads you want shown to
people who search on Google. The next
step is for Google to decide when and
where to run your ads as people execute
searches which match your keywords.
This is where Quality Score comes in.

Each time someone executes a
search which is matched to one of
your keywords, Google determines
whether your ad is eligible to be dis-
played. Then, they must determine
in which position your ad will
appear and how much you’ll have to
pay for the click if the user delivers it.

To determine the position for
your ad (called AdRank), the follow-
ing formula is used:

As you can see, Quality Score is
exactly as important as your bid. For
every drop in Quality Score (or every
low Quality Score that isn’t
improved), your only option to stay
competitive is to increase your bid. 

Keywords with a low Quality
Score can experience a number of
different problems:

Bad Position – You bid the same as
your competitors, but because
you’ve got a lower quality score,
you’re pushed further down the
page or even off the first page.

Overpaying – A low quality score
will result in your CPC taking a larg-
er percentage of your Max Bid, and
you may even have to increase your
bid in order to show at all. 

Low Impression Share – Inevitably,
keywords with a low Quality Score—
and this is very relative; if all of your
competitors are getting 9s, then even a
7 is a low Quality Score—will result in
your ad not appearing for many
searches where it might have otherwise
been displayed. These missed impres-
sions can be seen in the Impression
Share metric Google provides in their
campaign performance reports.

So if you’re not minding your
Quality Scores, you’re getting bad
positions, overpaying and/or missing
out on qualified searchers. In this
economy, who can afford that?

UNDERSTANDING QUALITY
SCORE: SEPARATING MYTH
FROM FACT
As is their way, Google has described
and defined Quality Score, although
not with the full degree of completeness
and clarity that many of us would like
to see. As advertisers, we’d like to know

exactly how our keywords and ads are
being judged, so we can take specific
action to earn the highest scores. 

Google, on the other hand, doesn’t
want to reveal too much, for fear that
certain advertisers will game their sys-
tem and perhaps because they maintain
an amazing level of control over both
individual advertisers and their overall
revenue stream by leaving a substantial
dash of mystery in the system.

Here’s what we know about
Quality Score:

Click-through Rates Rule - Quality
Score is largely determined based on
click-through rate (CTR). People
vote with their clicks and that
human “feedback” helps tell Google
if an ad and landing page are appro-
priate for a given keyword.

Relevance Matters – Your keywords,
text ads and landing pages should be
aligned contextually. This doesn’t mean
you have to use every keyword in your ad
copy and page titles, but it isn’t a bad idea.
Both Google and searchers are looking
for specific, on-target information.

Deception or Poor Experience Aren’t
Tolerated – Landing pages packed full of
AdSense ads or promises of “free” items
that aren’t really free are given extremely
low Quality Scores regardless of CTR.
Slow load times, missing privacy policies
and other indicators of third-rate enter-
prises can also lead to penalties. 

There Isn’t Just One Quality Score
(Part I) – Although it’s talked about as if
there were just one Quality Score and it
is always associated with a keyword, the
truth is far more complex. Quality Score
at the keyword level is actually calculat-
ed at the time of each search, and takes
into account the specific search query
and user geography, among other
attributes. So even a keyword really
doesn’t have just one Quality Score.

There Isn’t Just One Quality Score
(Part II) – When there isn’t enough
information about a particular key-
word to calculate a Quality Score,
the Quality Score is influenced by
the overall Quality Score history of
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For every drop in
Quality Score (or

every low Quality
Score that isn’t

improved), your only
option to stay com-

petitive is to
increase your bid. 
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the ad group, the campaign or even
the entire account. The Quality
Score history of the visible landing
page URL is also considered. And if
another advertiser has used a key-
word before you start to use it, the
Quality Score history of that key-
word in the other company’s
account may be applied.

You Can Take it With You –
Keywords and keyword/text ad com-
binations hold Quality Score histo-
ries. If you delete a keyword and add
it back later or in another ad group,
the Quality Score history applies. If
you move a keyword and text ad to a
new account, the Quality Score his-
tory moves with it.

Quality Score Computations are
Complex – This list is far from com-
plete, but it gives you a good indica-
tion of the most important factors
regarding Quality Score—and it
shows you that Google is putting all
those Ph.Ds to good use!

IMPROVING YOUR
QUALITY SCORES 
So what can and should you do to man-
age and improve your Quality Scores?
The first step is education and
awareness. Expect and review
Quality Score reporting as much as
you do bid and spend reporting. 

The next is to drive up your click-

through rates. This is done by making
sure you have tight groups of contex-
tually related keywords in every ad
group and focused, matching text ads.
Methodically test your ad copy, run-
ning three to nine variations in active

accounts to find the word choices,
issues and calls to action that produce
the highest possible CTRs.

Testing ad copy can increase CTRs by
two to five times—
or more—and that
kind of impact on
CTR can have a
dramatic influence
on Quality Scores.
Simply put: there is
no more effective
way to improve
your PPC results.

Beyond this,
there are other
more tactical steps
you can take:

Get Darwinian
– Poor-perform-
ing keywords and
text ads should be
improved or removed. Keywords or
ad copy with CTRs that are well
below their peers in any ad group can
be a huge drag on your overall results.
See if you can improve them through
testing, but if you can’t, pause or
delete them as soon as possible. 

Organize for Success - Everyone has
keywords and ad groups that don’t per-
form well, but, for one reason or
another, you really need to keep them.
Or maybe you have new keywords or
ad groups you’re testing. Re-organize

your campaigns so that these lower-
performing elements are segregated
from your more typical and higher
performers. This keeps them from
dragging down performance averages
in those ad groups and campaigns.

Enable a Smooth Landing - The
impact of landing pages on Quality
Score is dwarfed by elements that
occur on the search engines them-

selves. But the Quality Score
improvement process forces a very
healthy review of both your market-
ing messages and the user experi-
ence; take advantage of the mood
and ensure that your landing pages
satisfy consumer expectations.

QUALITY MATTERS
Quality Score is a central compo-
nent in the management and success
of your paid search campaigns. It
has lived in the shadows of keyword
selection and bidding for too long.
In recent months Google has refined
their calculations of Quality Score,
making it somewhat easier to see
and assess this information. Serious
paid search marketers should take
advantage of this new information
to apply Quality Score-related best
practices to their campaign report-
ing and management.

Craig Danuloff is the founder and
president of ClickEquations, an
advanced paid search platform for
advertisers and agencies managing
large campaigns. He’s also the author
of High Resolution PPC. He can be
reached at craig@clickequations.com.  

Testing ad copy can increase click-through
rates (CTR) by two to five times—or more—
and that kind of impact on CTR can have a
dramatic influence on Quality Scores. 
Simply put: there is no more effective way 
to improve your PPC results.
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Many retailers use faceted search (also
called “guided navigation” whereby users
can search through or refine product
information by selecting discrete attrib-
utes such as size, color or brand), but few
have tapped into its full potential, or
have completely realized the impact it
can have on their search engine opti-
mization (SEO) activities. While faceted
search enhances the relevance of each
user’s on-site experience, it can also drive
more of your pages to the top of search
engine listings. Since organic traffic is
free, using faceted search to better expose
more of your site can be a cost-effective
way to boost both traffic and sales.

MORE INDEXED PAGES
Many retailers see higher conversion
rates for focused searches, such as a
favorite brand and style of shirt. Faceted
search makes more of these result pages
possible by using the available attributes
and relationships in your catalog to help
shoppers navigate content, refine search
results and ultimately make a purchase. It

offers the possibility of indexing not only
individual product pages, but also these
valuable slices of the catalog—from top-
level category pages to specific combina-
tions of selections, like brand and style.
This can mean millions of additional
pages, enabling a more robust sitemap to
help search engines index more pages.

However, more isn’t always the answer,
especially when it comes to SEO. More
exposure won’t help if the search engine
ranking of your pages is low due to dupli-

cate pages or meaningless URLs. The
canonical link tag standard recently
introduced by the major search engines
helps avoid some of the duplication
issues, but you can do even better by
optimizing the canonical URLs to
include the keywords that best describe
the page being indexed. Dynamically
generated faceted search pages allow you
to optimize each page in this way, to
ensure more pages are ranked higher.

Another major SEO concern is keeping
the content fresh—after all, what is the
point of indexing it all, if you are merely
filling the search engines with stale con-
tent? Faceted search helps here, too.
Because faceted search pages are dynam-
ically generated, they are always up to
date, which can make it easier to ensure
updates are published to search engines
so their indexes remain fresh.

NOW THAT THEY’VE ARRIVED…
Once you have more people on your site,
the next challenge is to ensure they stay,
shop and buy. While faceted search
improves the user experience by making
it easier to find products and explore
your site, it also makes it easier to build
dynamic landing pages that go beyond
those built specifically for top cate-
gories, searches or e-mail campaigns.
Consider the possibilities if you could
ensure that every search leads to just the
right products, content and targeted
promotions on your site.

Employed effectively, faceted search
can play a key role in your SEO strategy,
helping to better expose your site and
increase the relevance of each user’s
experience. This, in turn, can quickly
lead to increased site traffic, lower aban-
donment and more sales.

Jesse Goldman is global lead, retail at
Endeca (www.endeca.com/retail) and can
be reached at jgoldman@endeca.com.

Faceted Search: The Secret
Weapon in Your SEO Arsenal

site search

BY JESSE GOLDMAN
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Because faceted search pages are
dynamically generated, they are always

up to date, which can make it easier to
ensure updates are published to search

engines so their indexes remain fresh.
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Many online merchants have recognized
the product page as the hub of e-com-
merce. It’s the chief merchandizing officer
of the online store, the chief marketing
officer and the face of the store, as well. So
it’s no surprise that we’ve focused on
leveraging customer reviews to increase
the SEO power of the product page.  

The problem, however, was that until
recently, the content from third-party
review solutions was invisible to search
engines. The Software as a Service (SaaS)
review solutions are typically delivered via
Javascript, which makes integration sim-
ple, but renders reviews invisible to search
engines. To compensate, SaaS providers
create separate review landing pages or
microsites. Unfortunately, these separate
pages experience significant bounce (drop-
off) and compete with your product pages
for SEO ranking.

However, the latest SaaS solutions have
solved this problem, allowing review con-
tent to be fully indexed on the product
page—combining the simplicity of
Javascript and the remarkable SEO power of
customer reviews.

LANDING PAGES VERSUS
CONSOLIDATING SEO
When it comes to organic search traffic,
review landing pages cannot substitute for
rich and detailed product information
pages with optimized merchandizing copy,
detailed specifications, multiple-view
images, pricing and promotions. In our
analysis of retail sites, we have typically
seen landing page bounce rates in excess of
50 percent, resulting in the loss of hard-
won search traffic.

Because consumers are increasingly
using search to find products, the product
page, with its rich detail and high rele-
vance, is becoming the primary entry
point on retail and brand sites. Leveraging
this consumer trend, companies now have
the opportunity to drive significantly

higher traffic from search engines and
make the best impression when they
arrive, by consolidating SEO power and
merchandizing power at this key point of
entry. The ability to unlock customer
review content for SEO purposes makes
customer reviews dramatically more
valuable to the retailer or brand, given the
significant merchandizing value reviews
have already been proven to provide. 

By utilizing the latest SaaS review solu-
tions, merchants have measured dramat-
ic improvements in their SEO results,
including: increased keyword density for
product names and terms, increased key-
word breadth for long-tail terms,
increased search engine indexing because
of frequently changing content and
increased SEO-driven sales because of
the depth of product information.

Retailers and brands have embraced
SaaS-based review solutions because of
their sales uplift power and ease of man-
agement. However, they have largely been
forced to choose between reviews that are
invisible to search engines or separate
review-only landing pages that cannot
deliver the full SEO value of reviews. The
new SEO-friendly review solutions allow
retailers and brands to have their cake
and eat it, too.  

Robert Chea is COO and co-founder of
PowerReviews. Its In-Line SEO product
obviates the need for separate landing
pages and helps drive organic search traffic
directly to product pages where it results in
the highest lift in sales. Contact him at
robert@powerreviews.com.

Enter Here—Welcome 
to the Product Page!

SEO

BY ROBERT CHEA

The product page is the chief 
merchandizing officer of the online
store, the chief marketing officer and
the face of the store, as well.
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While mobile commerce has been
around for almost 10 years, it is just
now beginning to take center stage for
retailers. Mobile web usage has been
doubling every year, with massive
growth expected in 2009. Customers
have developed an increasing “need for
speed” and a preference for optimized
experiences on their mobile devices,
and companies are recognizing the ben-
efits of providing such experiences.
Giving customers an optimized mobile
commerce site not only drives signifi-
cant sales—just as providing a secure
and easy-to-use e-commerce site boost-

ed online shopping 15 years ago—but it
has become a necessity to compete in
the market today. Now, more than ever,
retailers have options in functionality to
combine their web and mobile sites, and
several e-retailers have found great suc-
cess as early adopters of the trend
toward m-commerce.

The following mini case studies help
illustrate the variety and power of mobile
commerce applications.

1-800-FLOWERS
1-800-Flowers’ mobile site clearly
responds to the needs of the customer.
Flowers are often a purchase made for
quick-response—a forgotten anniver-
sary, a last-minute thank you—and 1-
800-Flowers from the start had a firm
grasp of what buyers were looking for in
a mobile commerce site.

Since launching in 2007, 1-800-
Flowers has taken a targeted approach
in its mobile site by immediately pre-
senting customers with the most popu-
lar actions and orders available on the
site. This means that the mobile pur-
chase process is quick, easy and requires
as few clicks as possible. 1-800-Flowers
went for simplicity in the design to
facilitate quick transactions. In a five-
click process, a customer can browse,
select and purchase flowers on their
mobile device. Complemented by the
iPhone and BlackBerry downloadable
apps, the 1-800-Flowers.com mobile

M-commerce is for Real: 
Three Case Studies

mobile

BY JASON TAYLOR
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In a five-click process,
a customer can

browse, select and
purchase flowers

on 1-800 Flowers’
mobile site.
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site offers all customers—on any
device—speed and convenience in
mobile commerce. 

AMERICAN AIRLINES
The business traveler was an early
adopter of mobile, needing access
to wireless information as often as
possible. It was only a matter of
time before airlines and hotels went
mobile to adapt to its core cus-
tomers’ mobile-heavy lifestyle, and
the mobility capabilities of
American Airlines have surpassed
anything imagined 10 years ago.

American Airlines launched their
mobile site to complement the
extensive enhancements that were
made to its main website in 2007.
Seamlessly connecting customers to
the new features, the mobile version
of AA.com enables everything from
purchasing a ticket to changing a
reservation, and even gives cus-
tomers additional information on
their destinations, including weath-
er updates or airport info. The
robust feature set on the mobile site
allows a busy AAdvantage frequent
flier member to request an upgrade,
while the simplicity of the interface
also gives a vacationing family the
ease and convenience of checking-in
on the way to the airport.

Last November, American
Airlines launched mobile boarding
passes, giving flyers the flexibility to
board using their mobile phone as
the actual ticket. Through 2-D bar-
code technology on their mobile
site, American Airlines passengers
can present their phone to be
scanned. Not only do they save
paper and time, mobile boarding
passes are an additional conven-
ience on the full-featured American
Airlines mobile website. 

SEARS
Ticketing and enabling small pur-
chases on mobile phones may seem
like naturals, but most people don’t
think of mobile commerce as
including larger buys, like an

engagement ring or home appli-
ances. Doesn’t this apprehension
remind you of initial opinions
regarding shopping online? As it
turns out, people do make big-tick-
et purchases on the mobile web.

Sears2Go, Sears’ mobile website,
launched in November 2008 and gives
customers access to the full product
lines available at the company’s brick-
and-mortar locations, including

appliances, apparel, electronics and
computers, jewelry, automotive
accessories, fitness and sports
equipment, tools, toys and games.
Sears’ philosophy was to keep it sim-
ple, fast and secure. By utilizing the
company’s main website, Sears was
able to offer this simplicity, speed and
security while providing the ultimate
convenience and selection.

Sears has also been using SMS
text messages to send customers
deals and alerts for well over a year.
With the launch of the mobile site,
Sears is leveraging text and e-mail
message alerts since links will auto-
matically redirect to the mobile site
that allows for instant purchase on
the customer’s phone. Sears is also
integrating mobile with its brick-
and-mortar stores by offering cus-
tomers in-store pickup, sending
shoppers an SMS text message
when merchandise is ready at the
store. Within just one month of
launch, Sears2Go saw success in all
50 states and has seen consistent
growth since then.

Jason Taylor is the vice president of
mobile products at Usablenet, a com-
pany that specializes in helping
organizations support users of mobile
and assistive technologies for web
access. He can be reached at
usablenet@launchsquad.com.

Last November,
American Airlines
launched mobile
boarding passes,
giving flyers the flex-
ibility to board using
their mobile phone
as the actual ticket.
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It seems everywhere you turn lately the
word “Twitter” is thrown at you. But
what exactly is it? How does it work?
And most important for you, how can
it be used in a positive way for your
business?

We’ve dug deep to find examples of
companies using Twitter to increase
brand loyalty, generate substantial rev-
enue and even reduce customer service
costs.  

TWITTER DEFINED
First, what is Twitter? Technically,
Twitter is a “microblog.”  In more prac-
tical terms, that means it’s a website
where users can frequently post infor-
mation and updates within a 140-char-
acter limit. Initially used to send rather
inane posts such as “I’m eating a sand-
wich for lunch,” or “Going to work,
ugh,” Twitter has quickly evolved into a

global communication platform allow-
ing millions of users to connect and
instantly communicate important infor-
mation. Unlike instant messaging how-
ever, the majority of the conversations

take place in full public view, so anyone
around the world can join in the conver-
sation and participate in spreading the
information to others.  

Consider this powerful example: When
US Air flight 1549 crashed into the
Hudson River, the first “breaking news”
about the story didn’t come from CNN,
Fox or MSNBC. It came from Twitter.
Within seconds of the crash, informa-
tion, pictures and eyewitness accounts
were being broadcast to millions of
Twitter users around the world. Within
seconds. Heady stuff!  

Another critical aspect of Twitter is
the fact that it’s mobile enabled. One
does not need access to the Internet or a
computer to effectively use Twitter. Any
mobile phone with texting capabilities
can be used. Smartphones such as the
iPhone and BlackBerry are even better,
as they both have a variety of third-
party applications which enhance the
Twitter experience. 

How can Twitter help your business?
Let’s take a look at several interesting
case studies:

WINE LIBRARY TV
Customer acquisition campaign
CEO Gary Vaynerchuk is a master at

Talkin’ Twitter

social media

BY MARTY M. FAHNCKE 

34 ONLINEstrategies | Spring 2009

Wine Library CEO Gary
Vaynerchuck “tweet-

ed” the offer to his
38,000 Twitter follow-

ers. Total cost: $0. Total
new customers 1,800.
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using social media to promote his
company. His recent marketing test
using Twitter only enhances his
reputation.  

Wine Library TV created a limit-
ed-time offer for free shipping on
select products for new customers. It
was tested with three different mar-
keting communication platforms.
The results are shocking:

Platform 1 - A billboard was placed
on the Garden State Parkway in New
Jersey. A cost of $7,500 yielded 300
new customers. Not bad.  

Platform 2 - A direct mailing with
a four-page foldout, coupons and the
free-shipping offer went out at a cost
of $15,000 and yielded 200 new cus-
tomers. Could be better. 

Platform 3 - Wine Library CEO
Gary Vaynerchuck “tweeted” the
offer to his 38,000 Twitter followers.
Total cost: $0. Total new customers
1,800. We have a winner!

Follow Wine Library TV on Twitter:
http://twitter.com/wldaily

Follow Gary Vaynerchuck on
Twitter:  http://twitter.com/garyvee

DELL
Moving clearance items
Computer giant Dell has tapped into
the power of Twitter in a big way,
with more than 80 different Twitter
profiles specializing in everything
from customer service, to investor
relations and the “Dell Outlet” pro-
file, which has generated more than
$1 million in revenue directly from
Twitter since it was launched just
over a year ago.  

Needless to say, with this kind of
commitment, it is clear Dell expects
Twitter to be a formidable and prof-
itable marketing channel.  

Follow Dell on Twitter:
www.dell.com/twitter

COMCAST
Taking customer service to a new
level
What do you get when you take an
old-school company in a business
sector famous for its bad cus-
tomer service, add a hot new
communication technology,
then mix in a brilliant guy
who knows how to put it all
together? You get Comcast
Cares, the face of Comcast
on Twitter.  

Run by Frank Eliason, Comcast’s
“director of digital care,” Comcast
Cares has quickly become known as
the place to go for Comcast cus-
tomers who are on Twitter. Got a
problem with Comcast you need
solved? Contact Frank and he’ll
make sure you get to the right per-
son from the Comcast team.
Questions about your service,
installation, bill or anything else
Comcast related? Frank is there to
help. No on-hold music, no
runaround, no excuses—just great
customer service. Using Twitter,

Frank Eliason has singlehandedly
improved the opinion of Comcast
for more than 10,000 of his Twitter
followers, as well as hundreds of
thousands of others who hear
about Comcast Cares virally. That’s
got to have a great impact on the
bottom line.  

Follow Comcast Cares on Twitter:
http://twitter.com/comcastcares

These case studies are just a few
of the most recent I’ve identified.
But there are thousands of others
just like them emerging every day
on Twitter.  

The bottom line, Twitter is still in
its infancy, yet companies just like
yours are figuring out how to lever-
age it to increase their business.
With 900-percent growth per
month, the time to explore a Twitter
marketing and communication
strategy is now—before your com-
petition beats you to it!

Marty M. Fahncke is a consultant,
speaker and writer working with com-
panies around the world to increase
the effectiveness of their marketing
strategies. Marty is regular contributor
to Online Strategies, and is a member
of its Editorial Advisory Board. Be
sure to check out his blog at
http://www.MartyFahncke.com and,
of course, you can connect with him on
Twitter http://twitter.com/FawnKey.

With 900-percent
growth per month,

the time to explore
a Twitter marketing
and communication

strategy is now.

Twitter Trivia

Why 140 characters?
Because Twitter
was designed
from the begin-

ning to be
mobile-phone

based and SMS
text messages have

a limit of 160 charac-
ters. That gives you
space for your user
name identifying the

source of your “tweet,” plus 140
extra spaces for your message.
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If you’re running a search advertising
campaign, make sure you’re fully utiliz-
ing your data. 

Understanding which data to look at,
how to interpret the numbers correctly
and taking appropriate action based on
those numbers can mean the difference
between making the most of your search
marketing campaign or simply collecting
a bunch of expensive clicks.

Consider these three often-overlooked
types of search data. They might give you
powerful clues as to how you should be
thinking about the numbers in your own
search campaign, and how you could be
getting more from the efforts you’re run-
ning now.

THINK BEYOND THE 
MOST RECENT ACTION
Many shoppers—offline, as well as
online—don’t buy right away. They
arrive at a store, look around, and return
to buy later. If you’re not careful, the phe-
nomenon can cause real trouble for your
channel attribution efforts.

For example, let’s say your customer dis-
covers your site via search, likes what she
sees, and bookmarks your homepage—
with plans to return later. The next time
she comes to your site, she returns via her
new bookmark and makes a purchase. 

Now, let’s say you’re attributing only
the most recent action to every conver-
sion. Your data will tell you that your
most recent purchase is a direct visitor to
your site, and not the search conversion it
actually is. Multiply this mistake by the
tens of thousands, and the result could be
a serious error that vastly undervalues
your entire search program. 

The moral here: don’t forget to look at
the whole picture. Use cookie data to follow
lagged conversions, from start to finish.

TAKE NOTE OF “WEB
GEOGRAPHY”
You’d be amazed how often a search ad
will resonate with Yahoo searchers but
not Google searchers, or vice-versa, or
how a landing page will bring in conver-
sions from Internet Explorer searchers,
but not from Google Chrome users. 

Because of these differences, you
should pay attention to what I like to call
“web geography”: the online locations
from which a search originates. Browser
and search engine are two such examples.

REMEMBER THAT IT’S 
NOT JUST SEARCH
Don’t just use search data to learn about
search. Remember that all of your mar-
keting and PR efforts generate interest
and that this interest translates into
searches. Because that’s so, you should
use your search data to get a fix on how
well all of your marketing—online and
offline—is doing. Follow which keywords
gain the most traction, and whether
there’s a spike in clicks on your search ads
following any other marketing efforts
(like your TV spots). Looking at those
interactions will allow you to let your
search data provide valuable guidance for
all your marketing efforts.

Getting the data right is one of the
most difficult tasks you can face as a
search marketer, and one of the most
critical. Have questions of your own
about managing your search data? Feel
free to reach out—you can contact me at
mark.simon@didit.com. 

Mark Simon is VP, industry relations at
Didit, a digital advertising agency special-
izing in paid search. He can be reached at
mark.simon@didit.com

Making the Most of 
Your Search Data

viewpoint

BY MARK SIMON
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Don’t forget to look at the whole 
picture. Use cookie data to follow

lagged conversions, from start to finish.

ossp09_OIviewpoint-td3.qxp:Layout 1  3/23/09  4:19 PM  Page 36

©El
ec

tro
ni

c R
et

ail
er

©El
ec

tro
ni

c R
et

ail
er

[ search engine powered by magazooms.com ]



ppco placed pg 51  5/24/05  3:25 PM  Page 1

©El
ec

tro
ni

c R
et

ail
er

©El
ec

tro
ni

c R
et

ail
er

[ search engine powered by magazooms.com ]



Chase_FPs_sp09.qxp:Layout 1  3/24/09  9:14 PM  Page 994

©El
ec

tro
ni

c R
et

ail
er

©El
ec

tro
ni

c R
et

ail
er

[ search engine powered by magazooms.com ]


