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Preface: Welcome to @
brave new world

The world of digital media is changing at a phenomenal pace. Its con-
stantly evolving technologies, and the way people are using them, are
transforming not just how we access our information, but how we interact
and communicate with one another on a global scale. It’s also changing
the way we choose and buy our products and services.

People are embracing digital technology to communicate in ways
that would have been inconceivable just a few short years ago. Digital
technologies are no longer the preserve of tech-savvy early adopters, and
today ordinary people are integrating them seamlessly into their everyday
lives. From SMS updates on their favourite sports teams, to a free video
call with relatives on the other side of the globe, to collaborative online
gaming and much, much more: ordinary people — your customers — are
starting to use digital media without giving it a second thought.

The global online population was around 1.3 billion at the end of
2007. Projections suggest that figure will hit 1.8 billion by 2010. In the
developed world internet access is becoming practically ubiquitous, and
the widespread availability of always-on broadband connections means
that people are now going online daily to do everything from checking
their bank statement, to shopping for their groceries, to playing games.

What makes this digital revolution so exciting is that it’s happening
right now. We’re living through it, and we have a unique opportunity to
jump in and be part of this historical transition.

In the pages that follow we’ll take you on a journey into the world of
digital marketing. We’ll show you how it all started, how it got to where
it is today, and where thought leaders in the industry believe it’s heading
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in the future. Most importantly of all we’ll show you — in a practical, no-
nonsense way — how you can harness the burgeoning power of digital
media to drive your business to the crest of this digital marketing wave,
and how to keep it there.

This book will:

help youand your business to choose online advertising and marketing
channels that will get your ideas, products and services to a massive
and ever-expanding market;

give you that elusive competitive edge that will keep you ahead of the
pack;

future-proof your business by helping you to understand the origins
of digital marketing and the trends that are shaping its future;

give you a concept of the scale of the online marketplace, the unfold-
ing opportunities and the digital service providers who will help your
business to capitalize on them;

provide practical, real-world examples of digital marketing successes
— including leading brands that have become household names in a
relatively short space of time;

offer insight through interviews, analysis and contributions from
digital marketing experts;

ultimately, give you the tools you need to harness the power of the
internet to take your business wherever you want it to go.

We set out to unravel the mysteries of digital marketing by taking you
on a journey. As we travel into this digital world we’ll reveal how leading
marketers in sectors as diverse as travel, retail, gambling and adult
entertainment have stumbled on incredibly effective techniques to turn
people on to doing business online, reaping literally millions as a result.
We’ll show you how to apply their experience to transform your own
digital enterprise.

Whether you are looking to start up your own home-based internet
business, work for a large multinational or are anywhere in between,
if you want to connect with your customers today and into the future,
you’re going to need digital channels as part of your marketing mix.
The internet has become the medium of choice for a generation of
consumers: the first generation to have grown up taking instant access to
digital information for granted. This generation integrates digital media
into every facet of its daily lives, in ways we could never have conceived of
in even the recent past. Today this generation of digital natives is entering
the workplace and is spending like never before. This is the mass market
of tomorrow, and for businesspeople and marketers the challenge is to
become fluent in this new digital language so that we can talk effectively
to our target audience.
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Television froze a generation of consumers to the couch for years; now
digital media are engaging consumers and customers in ways that the
early architects of the technology could never have dreamed of.

When the Apple Mac came along it opened up the art of publishing,
and as a result print media boomed. Today, the same thing is happening
online, through the phenomenon of user-generated content (UGC)
and social networking: ordinary people are becoming the directors,
producers, editors and distributors of their own media-rich content — the
content they, their friends and the world want to see. But that’s only the
start.

Prime-time television audiences are falling, print media are coming
under increasing pressure to address dropping circulation figures and
—while the old school sits on the sidelines, bloated and slowly atrophying
— digital media have transformed themselves into a finely tuned engine
delivering more power, opportunity and control than any other form of
media could dream of. In other words — it’s time to follow the smart
money!

Over the last 15 years I've had the absolute pleasure and pain of working
at the coalface of the burgeoning and insistent new media. I've met lots
of smart people and spoken to literally hundreds of organizations with
massively diverse and challenging agendas. The one common factor was a
hunger for data and knowledge: anything that would give their particular
brand that elusive competitive edge.

When putting this book together we wanted to make it as informative
and practical as possible. Each chapter begins with a summary of its
content, so you can easily browse through the chapters and select the one
that addresses the topic you’re interested in. We’ve purposely left out the
jargon — and where technical terms have been absolutely necessary we
supply a clear definition in the text, backed up by a complete glossary at
the back of the book that explains all of the terms we use in plain English.
The result, we hope, is a book that is clear, informative and entertaining,
even for the complete digital novice.

In your hands you hold what independent marketers around the
world have been crying out for: a book that shows you how to use the
internet successfully to sell your products or services. We begin with the
origins of the medium and take you through the various disciplines of
digital marketing campaigns. We travel around the world collecting facts,
figures, comment and opinion from acknowledged experts, brands and
organizations in different fields, getting them to spill the beans on how
the net delivered the goods for them.

We’lllook in detail atareas like search marketing and affiliate marketing,
we’ll delve into e-mail marketing and creative online executions and look
at various digital marketing strategies, some moral, some less so.
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In Amsterdam last year, I was granted a late-night audience with some
of the best ‘Black Hat’ marketers in the world. These people, who will
remain nameless, earn their living scuppering the efforts of competing
brands in the digital marketplace. Black Hat marketing is real — and it
can do real damage to your business. We explain what it is and, more
importantly, give you some practical steps you can take to help protect
your business against it.

It took television 22 years to reach 50 million households — it took
the internet just five to achieve the same level of penetration. Things
are progressing at an unbelievable rate, and we’re approaching a pivotal
point in marketing history — a time when digital marketing will overtake
traditional mass media as the medium of choice for reaching the
consumer of tomorrow.

In the summer of 1993 I interviewed Jerry Reitman, head of direct
marketing for Leo Burnett in Chicago, for my magazine goDirect. During
our conversation Jerry pointed at the computer on his desk and said: ‘And
that... that’s where it’s going.” I wondered what he was talking about.

Fifteen years on and practically the entire population is online. Con-
sumers have grown tired of mass media marketing and are turning instead
to the internet. They want more engagement, more interaction. They’re
starting to spend most of their leisure time in a digital world, and creative
digital marketing is the way your business will reach them.

Welcome to my world. ..

Damian Ryan
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Going digital —
the evolution of
marketing

We look at the present through a rear-view mirror. We march backwards into
the future.
(Marshall McLuhan)

The press, the machine, the railway, the telegraph are premises whose
thousand-year conclusion no one has yet daved to draw.

(Friedrich Nietzsche)

Whoever, or whatever, wins the battle for people’s minds will rule, because
mighty, rigid apparatuses will not be a match, in any reasonable timespan,
Jor the minds mobilized around the power of flexible, alternative networks.

(Manuel Castells, author of The Network Society)

Our chapter pledge to you

When you reach the end of this chapter you’ll have answers to the
following questions:

How did we reach the dawn of a digital age in marketing?
What are the similarities between the internet and historical global
communications revolutions?
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How many people are on the internet and how quickly is it growing?
How is digital technology influencing consumer behaviour?

In the beginning. ..

Etched on a dusty kerbstone amidst the ruins of the ancient Roman city
of Pompeii, you’ll find an engraved penis, strategically carved to point the
way to what, at the time, was one of the most popular brothels in the area.
Guides will tell you it’s the ‘oldest advertisement in the world, for the
oldest business in the world’. While the truth of that claim is debatable,
the phallic ad is certainly very old.

The Pompeii penis was buried by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius,
which destroyed the city on 24 August, Ap 79, but the true origins of
marketing go back much further than that. Although, according to
business historians, marketing as a discrete business discipline wasn’t
born until the 1950s, marketing activities have played a fundamental role
in the success of businesses from, well, the very first business. There are
few certainties in the world of business, but one thing’s for sure: if you
don’t let customers know about your business, you won’t stay in business
for very long.

But this is a book about marketing in the digital age
— the present, and the future

That’s true. We’re here to talk about the exciting new world of digital
marketing as it emerges from relative obscurity into the mainstream.
We’re going to look at how businesses just like yours can harness the
power of this online revolution to connect with a new wave of consumers:
consumers who take this pervasive technology and integrate it seamlessly
into their everyday lives in ways we could never have conceived of as
recently as a decade ago.

This book is about the future of marketing. So why are we starting it
by looking backwards? In his 1960s classic Understanding Media, Canadian
communications theorist and philosopher Marshall McLuhan notes:
‘It is instructive to follow the embryonic stages of any new growth, for
during this period of development it is much misunderstood, whether
it be printing or the motor car or TV.” As is so often the case, having a
basic grasp of the past can help our understanding of the present and
ultimately illuminate our view of the future.
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So buckle your seatbelt as we take a whistle-stop tour of how marketing
has evolved over the years, and how advertising and technology have
converged to define a new marketing landscape that is just beginning to
mature and is still gravid with opportunity.

The changing face of advertising

Advertising can be intoxicating. The spin, the story, the message, the call
to action, the image, the placement, the measurement, the refinement:
it all adds up to a powerful cocktail that can ultimately change the world.
At its core, advertising is all about influencing people — persuading them
to take the actions we want, whether that’s choosing a particular brand of
toothpaste, picking up the phone, filling in a mailing coupon or visiting
a website. Done well, advertising has a power that can achieve amazing
things, and if you’re in business you’re already doing it and will continue
to do so.

Advertising through the ages

Advertising, an essential component in the marketing of any business,
has been around for a long time. The Pompeii penis is positively modern
compared to some of the advertising relics archaeologists have unearthed
in ancient Arabia, China, Egypt, Greece and Rome. The Egyptians used
papyrus to create posters and flyers, while lost-and-found advertising
(also on papyrus and often relating to ‘missing’ slaves) was common in
both ancient Greece and ancient Rome. Posters, signs and flyers were
widely employed in the ancient cities of Rome, Pompeii and Carthage to
publicize events like circuses, games and gladiatorial contests.

People have been trying to influence other people since the dawn of
human existence, utilizing whatever means and media they had at their
disposal at the time. The human voice and word of mouth, of course,
came first. Then someone picked up a piece of stone and started etching
images on a cave wall: enduring images that told stories, communicated
ideas and promoted certain ways of doing things. The first advertising?
That’s debatable, but these images, some of which are still around to this
day, certainly demonstrate an early recognition of the power images and
messages have to influence the perception and behaviour of others.

The development of printing during the 15th and 16th centuries
heralded a significant milestone in advertising, making it more cost-
effective for marketers to reach a much wider audience. In the 17th
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century, adverts began to appear in early newspapers in England and
then spread across the globe. The first form of mass media advertising
was born.

The 18th and 19th centuries saw a further expansion in newspaper
advertising, and alongside it the birth of mail-order advertising — which
would evolve into the massive direct-mail and direct-response industry we
know and love today. It also saw the establishment of the first advertising
agency, set up in Boston in 1843 by the pioneering Volney Palmer. Initially
ad agencies acted as simple brokers for newspaper space, but before long
they developed into full-service operations, offering a suite of creative
and ad-placement services to their clients.

The 20th century saw the dawn of another new advertising age, with
the advent of radio offering a completely new medium through which
advertisers could reach out to prospective clients. Then came television,
which shifted the advertising landscape yet again, and towards the end
of the century a new force — the internet — began moving out of the
realm of ‘techies’ and early adopters to become a valuable business and
communication tool for the masses. The era of digital marketing was
born.

Technological advances have punctuated the evolution of advertising
throughout history, each fundamentally altering the way businesses could
communicate with their customers. Interestingly, however, none of these
ground-breaking developments superseded those that came before.
Rather they served to augment them, offering marketers more diversity,
allowing them to connect with a broader cross-section of consumers. In
today’s sophisticated age of paid search placement, keyword-targeted pay-
per-click advertising and social networking, you’ll still find the earliest
forms of advertising alive and well.

Stroll through any market practically anywhere in the world — from the
food markets of central London to the bazaars of North Africa, to the
street markets of India — and you’ll be greeted by a cacophony of noise as
vendors use their voices to vie for the attention of passing customers. The
human voice, the first marketing medium in history, is still going strong
in the digital age.

The technology behind digital
marketing

As we’ve already mentioned, developments in technology and the
evolution of marketing are inextricably intertwined. Technology has
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underpinned major milestones in the history of marketing since its
inception. The process tends to go something like this:

New technology emerges and is initially the preserve of technologists
and early adopters.

The technology gains a firmer foothold in the market and starts to
become more popular, putting it on the marketing radar.

Innovative marketers jump in to explore ways they can harness the
power of this emerging technology to connect with their target
audience.

The technology migrates to the mainstream and is adopted into
standard marketing practice.

The printing press, radio, television and now the internetare all examples
of major breakthroughs in technology that ultimately altered the rela-
tionships between marketers and consumers for ever, and did so on a
global scale. But, of course, marketing isn’t about technology; it’s about
people: technology is only interesting, from a marketing perspective,
when it connects people with other people more effectively.

There are plenty of examples of technology through the ages having
a significant impact on various markets — technology that may seem
obscure, even irrelevant today. Remember Muzak, the company that
brought elevator music to the masses back in the 1930s? The technology
for piping audio over power lines was patented in 1922 by retired Major
General George O Squier, and exclusive rights to the patent were bought
by North American Company. In 1934, under the corporate umbrella of
‘Muzak’, they started piping music into Cleveland homes.

Muzak seemed to have hit on a winning formula, but the advent of free
commercial radio sounded the death knell for the company’s chosen
route to market. With free music available on their shiny new wirelesses,
households were no longer prepared to pay for the Muzak service.
Undeterred the company focused its efforts on New York City businesses.
As buildings in New York soared skywards, the lift or elevator became
practically ubiquitous. Muzak had found its niche, and ‘elevator music’
was born.

So what, you might think. It’s true that, compared to behemoths of
contemporary media like radio, television and now the internet, elevator
music is small potatoes. But back in its heyday this was cutting-edge stuff,
and it reached a lot of people. Muzak had the power to sway opinions and
influence markets, so much so that, for music artists of that era, having
your track played on the Muzak network practically guaranteed a hit.

The point is that technology has the ability to open up completely
new markets and to radically shake up existing ones. The mainstream



6 Understanding digital marketing

adoption of digital technology — the internet, the software applications
that run on it, and the devices that allow people to connect both to the
network and to each other whenever, wherever and however they want to
— promises to dwarf all that has come before it. It heralds the single most
disruptive development in the history of marketing.

Whether that disruption represents an opportunity or a threat to you
as a marketer depends largely on your perspective. We hope the fact that
you’re reading this book means that you see it as an opportunity.

The first global communications network:
‘the highway of thought’

To understand the explosive growth of the internet we need to look back
at how early communications technology evolved into the global network
of interconnected computers that today we call the internet. The story of
electronic communication begins with the wired telegraph — a network
that grew explosively to cover the globe, connected people across vast
distances in a way that seemed almost magical, and changed the world
for ever.

In his book The Victorian Internet, Tom Standage looks at the wired
telegraph and draws some astonishing parallels between the growth of
the world’s first electronic communications network and the growth of
the modern-day internet. Standage describes the origins of the telegraph,
and the quest to deliver information from point to point more rapidly in
the days when speedy communication relied on a fast horse and a skilled
rider:

On an April day in 1746 at the grand convent of the Carthusians in Paris
about 200 monks arranged themselves in a long, snaking line. Each monk
held one end of a 25 foot iron wire in each hand connecting him to his
neighbour on either side. Together the monks and their connecting wires
formed a line over a mile long. Once the line was complete the Abbot,
Jean-Antoine Nollet, a noted French scientist, took a primitive battery and,
without warning, connected it to the line of monks — giving all of them a
powerful electric shock.

These ‘electric monks’ demonstrated conclusively that electricity could
transmit a message (albeit a painful one) from one location to another in
an instant, and laid the foundation for a communications revolution.

In 1830 Joseph Henry (1797-1878), an eminent US scientist who
went on to become the first director of the Smithsonian Institute,
took the concept a step further. He demonstrated the potential of the
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electromagnet for long-distance communications when he passed an
electric current through a mile-long cable to ring an electromagnetic bell
connected to the other end. Samuel Morse (1791-1872), the inventor of
Morse Code, took Henry’s concept a step further and made a commercial
success of it: the electronic telegraph was born.

In 1842 Morse demonstrated a working telegraph between two com-
mittee rooms in Washington, and Congress voted slimly in favour of
investing $30,000 for an experimental telegraph line between Washington
and Baltimore. It was a very close call: 89 votes for the prototype, 83 against
and 70 abstentions by congressmen looking ‘to avoid the responsibility of
spending the public money for a machine they could not understand’.

Despite the reservations of the congressmen, the new network was a
huge success. It grew explosively: by 1850 there were more than 12,000
miles of telegraph lines criss-crossing the United States; two years later
there was more than twice that, and the network of connected wires was
spreading rapidly around the globe.

This spellbinding new network delivered news in moments rather
than the weeks and months people were used to. It connected people
over vast distances in ways previously inconceivable, and to many
remained completely incomprehensible. Governments tried and failed
to control this raw new communications medium, its advocates hailed
it as revolutionary, and its popularity grew at an unprecedented rate.
Newspapers began publishing news hours rather than weeks after
the event, romance blossomed over the wires, couples were married
‘online’, gamblers used the new network to ‘cheat’ on the horses, and
it transformed the way business was conducted around the world. In the
space of a generation the telegraph literally altered the fabric of society.

Does any of this sound familiar? A New York Times article published
on Wednesday, 14 September 1852 describes the telegraph network as
‘the highway of thought’: not much of a stretch from the ‘information
superhighway’ label we apply to our modern-day revolutionary network.
If anything, the communications revolution instigated by the telegraph
must have represented more of a cultural upheaval than the explosive
growth of the internet today.

For the first time people grasped that they could communicate almost
instantly with people across continents and even oceans. They felt a sense
of closeness, a togetherness that simply hadn’t been possible before.
The telegraph system was hailed by some as a harbinger of peace and
solidarity: a network of wires that would ultimately bind countries, creeds
and cultures in a way hitherto unimaginable. Others, of course, used the
network to wage war more efficiently. The sheer expansion of ideas and
dreams that ensued must have been truly staggering, the opportunities
and potential for change bewildering.
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For rapid long-distance communications the telegraph remained the
only game in town until 1877, when two rival inventors battled to be the
first to patent another new technology set to turn the world of electronic
communications on its head. Its name, the telephone; the inventors,
Elisha Gray and Alexander Graham Bell. They submitted their patent
applications within hours of one another — but Bell pipped Gray to the
post, and a now-famous legal battle ensued.

The first words ever transmitted into a telephone were uttered by Bell,
speaking to his research assistant, Thomas Watson, in the next room. He
simply said: ‘Mr Watson, come here. I want to see you.’

Early networks

The internet story really starts in 1957, with the USSR’s launch of the
Sputnik satellite. It signalled that the United States was falling behind the
Soviet Union in the technology stakes, prompting the US government
to invest heavily in science and technology. In 1958, the US Department
of Defense set up the Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA),
a specialist agency established with a specific remit: to make sure the
United States stayed ahead of its Cold War nemesis in the accelerating
technology race.

In 1962 a computer scientist called Joseph Carl Robnett Licklider, vice-
president at technology company Bolt Beranek and Newman, wrote a
series of memos discussing the concept of an ‘intergalactic computer
network’. Licklider’s revolutionary ideas, amazingly, encompassed
practically everything that the internet has today become. In October
1963, Licklider was appointed head of the Behavioral Sciences and
Command and Control programs at ARPA. During his two-year tenure
he convinced the agency of the importance of developing computer
networks and, although he left ARPA before work on his theories began,
the seed for ARPANET - the precursor to the internet — had been sown.

In 1965 researchers hooked up a computer at Massachusetts Institute
of Technology’s (MIT) Lincoln Lab with a US Air Force computer in
California. For the first time two computers communicated with each
other using ‘packet’-based information transmitted over a network.

ARPA (since renamed DARPA — www.darpa.mil) started the ARPANET
project in 1966, claiming that it would allow the powerful computers
owned by the government, universities and research institutions around
the United States to communicate with one another and to share valuable
computing resources. IBM and other large computer companies at the
time were sceptical, reportedly claiming that the network ARPA proposed
couldn’t be built.
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ARPA ploughed on, and on 21 November 1969 the first two computers
were connected to the fledgling ARPANET, one at the University of
California, Los Angeles, the other at Stanford Research Institute. By 5
December the same year the network had doubled in size as they were
joined by two other computers: one at the University of California, Santa
Barbara, the other at the University of Utah’s graphics department.

The new network grew quickly. By 1971, 15 US institutions were con-
nected to ARPANET, and by 1974 the number had grown to 46 and had
spread to include overseas nodes in Hawaii, Norway and London.

You've got mail

E-mail, which is still often described as the internet’s ‘killer application’,
began life in the early 1960s as a facility that allowed users of mainframe
computers to send simple text-based messages to another user’s mailbox
on the same computer. But it wasn’t until the advent of ARPANET that
anyone considered sending electronic mail from one user to another
across a network.

In 1971 Ray Tomlinson, an engineer working on ARPANET, wrote the
first program capable of sending mail from a user on one host computer
to another user’s mailbox on another host computer. As an identifier to
distinguish network mail from local mail Tomlinson decided to append
the host name of the user’s computer to the user login name. To separate
the two names he chose the @ symbol.

‘I am frequently asked why I chose the atsign, but the at sign just makes
sense’, writes Tomlinson on his website. ‘The purpose of the at sign (in
English) was to indicate a unit price (for example, 10 items @ $1.95). 1
used the at sign to indicate that the user was “at” some other host rather
than being local.’

E-mail, one of the internet’s most widely used applications, and one
of the most critical for internet marketers, began life as a programmer’s
afterthought. Tomlinson created e-mail because he thought it ‘seemed
like a neat idea’ at the time. ‘There was no directive to “go forth and
invent e-mail”. The ARPANET was a solution looking for a problem. A
colleague suggested that I not tell my boss what I had done because e-
mail wasn’t in our statement of work’, he said.

From ARPANET to internet

The term ‘internet’ was first used in 1974 by US computer scientist Vinton
Cerf (commonly referred to as the ‘father of the internet’, and now a
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senior executive and internet evangelist with Google). Cerf was working
with Robert Khan at DARPA on a way to standardize the way different
host computers communicated both across the growing ARPANET and
between the ARPANET and other emerging computer networks. The
Transmission Control Program (TCP) network protocol they defined
evolved to become the Transmission Control Program/Internet Protocol
(TCP/IP) protocol suite that’s still used to pass packets of information
backwards and forwards across the internet to this day.

In 1983 the ARPANET started using the TCP/IP protocol —a move that
many consider to signal the true ‘birth’ of the internet as we know it. That
year, too, the system of domain names (.com, .net, etc) was invented. By
1984 the number of ‘nodes’ on the still fledgling network passed 1,000
and began climbing rapidly. By 1989 there were more than 100,000 hosts
connected to the internet, and the growth continued.

Making connections — birth of the web

It was in 1989 that Tim Berners-Lee, a British developer working at the
European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN) in Geneva, pro-
posed a system of information cross-referencing, access and retrieval
across the rapidly growing internet based on ‘hypertext’ links. The
concept of a hypertext information architecture was nothing new, and
was already being used in individual programs running on individual
computers around the world. The idea of linking documents stored on
different computers across the rapidly growing internet, though, was
nothing short of revolutionary.

The building blocks for the world wide web were already in place — but
it was Tim Berners-Lee’s vision that brought them together. ‘I just had to
take the hypertextidea and connectit to the TCP and DNS ideas and — ta-
da! — the World Wide Web’, Berners-LLee comments on the World Wide
Web Consortium (W3C) website.

The first web page on the internet was built at CERN, and went online
on 6 August 1991. It contained information about the new world wide
web, how to get a web browser and how to set up a web server. Over time
it also became the first ever web directory, as Berners-Lee maintained a
list of links to other websites on the page as they appeared.

The wild wide web — a new frontier

Up to this point, the internet had been the realm of technologists and
scientists at research institutions. But the advent of the web changed
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the landscape, making online information accessible to a much broader
audience. What happened next was explosive. Between 1991 and 1997
the web grew at an astonishing 850 per cent per annum, eclipsing all
expectations. With more websites and more people joining the online
party every day, it was only a matter of time before innovative tech-savvy
marketers started to notice the web’s potential as an avenue for the
marketing message.

The mid-1990s saw a surge in new online ventures as pioneering entre-
preneurs, grasping the burgeoning potential of this exciting new medium,
scrambled to stake their claim on this virtual new frontier. In August 1995
there were 18,957 websites online; by August 1996 there were 342,081
(‘Fifteen Years of the Web’, Internet timeline, www.bbc.co.uk).

Silicon Valley was awash with venture capital as investors bet big bucks
on the net’s next big thing — some with viable business plans, others with
charismatic founders riding on the coat tails of the prevailing net mania.
New ventures sprang up almost daily, selling everything imaginable — or
selling nothing at all. Fledgling companies spent vast amounts of money
growing quickly with scant regard for turning a profit, betting their future
on building strong online brands that could win the hearts and minds
of net consumers. The profits would come later — at least, that was the
theory. Some of these companies were destined to become household
names in a few short years; others would vanish into obscurity just as
quickly.

These were heady, almost euphoric times. The internet had acquired
the mythical Midas touch: a business with .com in its name, it seemed,
was destined for great things. Initial public offerings (IPOs) of dot.com
companies made millionaires of founders, and made the headlines,
fuelling further mania. It was an era that saw the birth of some of today’s
most well-known online brands: sites like Amazon, Yahoo!, eBay and, in
September 1998, Google Inc.

Boom, boom. .. bang!

For a time it seemed as though the halcyon days of the late 1990s would
continue for ever and that the dot.com bubble was impervious to bursting.
Fuelled by speculative investment and high-profile high-tech IPOs, the
Nasdaq Composite stock index continued to rocket upwards. Each new
dot.com success fuelled the fervour for technology stocks, blowing the
bubble up a little more. On 10 March 2000 the Nasdaq index hit an intra-
day high of 5,132.52 before settling to an all-time closing high of 5,046
points.
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And then it went into free fall. What happened to the railways in the
1840s, radio in the 1920s and transistor electronics in the 1950s had
finally hit the dot.com boom. Between March 2000 and October 2002
some US$5 trillion in all was wiped off the market value of technology
stocks. Speculative investment suddenly stopped, venture capitalists were
less cavalier with their cash, and high-risk start-ups with dubious business
plans ran out of places to source funding. With profits still a distant
dream, even for high-profile internet start-ups, the coffers soon began to
run dry. It signalled the end of the road for many.

Despite the occasional ‘blip’, both the stock market index and the
fortunes of internet businesses continued to wane until 2003, when, slowly
but surely, the tide turned and things started to look up. Although there
had been some high-profile closures, mergers and acquisitions in the
wake of the crash, the reality is that, for the internet industry as a whole,
the inevitable ‘readjustment’ had a positive impact. It essentially cleared
the decks — sweeping away a plethora of unviable, poorly conceived and
poorly managed businesses — and served as a poignant reality check to
those that remained. Yes, there were casualties, but overall the industry
emerged stronger, more focused and both optimistic and, crucially,
realistic about its future.

Two other crucial elements helped fuel the recovery and to some
extent the public fascination with the internet: one was the meteoric
rise of Google from relative obscurity to dominate the world of internet
search; the other was the accelerated roll-out of high-speed, always-on
broadband access for residential users.

People could suddenly find what they were looking for online — could
getaccess to what they wanted, when they wanted it — without having to go
through the frustrating rigmarole of a dial-up connection. It transformed
the online experience, turning it from a passing curiosity into a useful
everyday tool for a much wider demographic of users. And the more
people used the internet, the more indispensable it became.

Enough technology — let’s talk
about people

If you’re non-technical the world of digital marketing may seem a bit
daunting at first. All that technology must be really complicated... right?
Not necessarily.

One of the key things to remember if you’re new to digital marketing
is this: digital marketing isn’t actually about technology at all; it’s all
about people. In that sense it’s similar to traditional marketing: it’s about
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people (marketers) connecting with other people (consumers) to build
relationships and ultimately drive sales.

Technology merely affords you, the marketer, new and exciting
platforms that allow you to connect with people in increasingly diverse
and relevant ways. Digital marketing is not about understanding the
underlying technology, but rather about understanding people, how
they’re using that technology, and how you can leverage that to engage
with them more effectively. Yes, you have to learn to use the tools at your
disposal — but understanding people is the real key to unlocking the
potential of digital marketing.

A huge and growing market

Although internet companies suffered bruised finances and a tarnished
public image in the wake of the dot.com crash, the internet itself never
stopped growing, in terms both of the number of websites online and,
crucially from a marketing perspective, of the number of people with
internet access. In March 2000, when the dot.com bubble burst, there
were an estimated 304 million people in the world with internet access.
By March 2003 that figure had doubled to 608 million, and in December
2005 the global online population passed 1 billion. As of December 2007
the figure satataround 1.3 billion people. That’s 20 per cent of the world’s
population — and climbing (Internet World Stats, www.internetworldstats.
com).

As global and local online populations have spiralled upwards, so too
have the levels of broadband penetration, which means that not only are
there more people online but they’re also online more often, for much
longer periods of time and can do much more with that time. All of this
means the market penetration of digital channels is growing rapidly. As
the potential audience grows, so too does the allure of digital marketing.
Marketers around the world are sitting up and taking notice, and big-
name brands are starting to take the internet and other digital marketing
channels seriously: loosening the purse strings and redistributing their
advertising spend.

According to online market research specialist eMarketer, US online
advertising spend for 2002 stood at US$6 billion, by 2005 it had more
than doubled to US$12.5 billion, and their projections estimate it will
grow to a massive US $36.5 billion by 2011. In 2004, 2005 and 2006, online
advertising spend enjoyed unprecedented growth of over 30 per cent per
annum.

‘It’s been a long time since any medium had three years in a row of
30 per cent plus ad spending increases’, commented eMarketer senior
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analyst David Hallerman. ‘With a 34 per cent gain in 2006, as new research
from IAB/PwC shows, the internet now matches cable TV from 1983 to
1985 and broadcast TV from 1952 to 1954 for such strong, long-term
spending increases.’

The growth looks set to continue, and although experts believe it
is slowing, eMarketer’s analysts predict that online ad spending in the
United States will hit $36.5 billion by 2011. Across the Atlantic in the
UK, the market is experiencing similar growth, with an online advertising
spend of £2.02 billion for 2006, rising to £2.64 billion in 2007 — a rise of
31 per cent. Predictions by eMarketer suggest that the figure will reach
£4.45 billion by 2011.

Perhaps more significant than the overall advertising spend, though,
is the market share of digital advertising compared to other media.
According to figures from the Internet Advertising Bureau (UK) for the
first half of 2006 internet advertising accounted for 10.5 per cent of the
total spend, eclipsing radio (3.5 per cent), consumer magazines (4.5 per
cent) and outdoor advertising (5.1 per cent), and just behind national
press advertising at 11.4 per cent. Television was still out in front with 22.7
per cent of the market. But that’s about to change. Given its current rate
of growth, internet advertising in the UK is predicted to usurp TV in the
top spot during 2009 or 2010. The UK has a higher proportion of total
spend online than any other country in the world. It looks set to be the
first major economy to see internet ad spend overtake television — but it
surely won’t be the last.

Introducing Consumer 2.0

Unless you’ve been hiding under a rock in the outer Hebrides since
about 2004 you’ll be familiar with the Web 2.0 (pronounced two-point-
oh) moniker. It’s bandied about with alacrity by the web-savvy elite, but
what exactly does it mean?

Let’s start off with what Web 2.0 is not: it’s not a new version of Web
1.0. Web 2.0 is not a revolution in technology; it’s an evolution in the
way people are using technology. It’s about harnessing the distributed
collaborative potential of the internet to connect and communicate with
other like-minded people wherever they are: creating communities, and
sharing knowledge, thoughts, ideas and dreams.

If you’ve ever shared photos on Flickr, read and commented on a blog,
looked for friends on Facebook or MySpace, watched a video clip on
YouTube, tried to find your house on Google Maps, video-called friends
or family abroad using Skype or looked up an article on Wikipedia, then
you’ve used Web 2.0 technologies.
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Suddenly it seems we’ve been inundated with version 2.0 of anything
and everything, as different sectors of society seek to demonstrate that
they’re current and progressive. We have Business 2.0, Government 2.0,
Education 2.0, Careers 2.0 — and of course Marketing 2.0. Well, not to
be outdone, we’d like to introduce you to the new, improved, Consumer
2.0.

Once upon a time consumers were quite happy to sit in front of passive
broadcast media, accepting whatever was being peddled their way by
editors and programme schedulers. Yes, there was an element of choice
— you could buy a different newspaper, listen to a different station or
choose a different channel — but the ultimate decision in terms of the
content available to you rested with somebody else.

Then along came the web and changed all the rules. Now, with Web
2.0, broadband and rich media content, today’s consumers are in control
as never before. They can choose the content they want, when they want
it, in the way that they want it. They can even create their own and share
it with their friends, their peers and the world for free.

‘Consumers are becoming better informed, better connected, more
communicative, and more in control than ever’, highlights Julian Smith,
an analyst with Jupiter Research writing for the ClickZ network.

They’re better informed through the increased ability to access and sift an
abundance of information any time, anywhere. They’'re better connected
through the ability to instantaneously communicate with others across
time zones and social strata. They're more communicative through the
ability to publish and share their ideas and opinions. They’re more in
control through the ability not only to personalize their information and
entertainment consumption, marketing messages, and the products and
services they buy, but also to gain satisfaction on demand.

Analysts at Jupiter Research identified seven key ways in which the
increasingly widespread adoption of technology is influencing consumer
behaviour:

Interconnectivity: Networked digital technology is enabling consumers
to connect with each other more readily, be it through e-mail, instant
messaging (IM), mobile messaging, or web-based social networking
platforms such as Facebook, MySpace and LinkedIn — or more likely a
combination of all of these platforms. Consumers are interacting with
like-minded people around the world, paying scant regard to trifling
concerns like time zones or geography. Peer-to-peer interaction is
reinforcing social networks and building new virtual communities.
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Technology is levelling the information playing field: With digital technology
content can be created, published, accessed and consumed quickly
and easily. As a result the scope of news, opinion and information
available to consumers is broader and deeper than ever. Consumers
can conduct their own unbiased research, comparing and contrasting
products and services before they buy. Knowledge is power, and
digital technology is shifting the balance of power in favour of the
consumer.

Relevance filtering is increasing: With such a glut of information available
to them, digital consumers are, through necessity, learning to filter
out items relevant to them and to ignore anything they perceive
as irrelevant. Increasingly digital consumers look to have their
information aggregated, categorized and delivered (whether through
e-mail or RSS feeds). They use personalization features to block out
irrelevant content and increasingly employ software solutions to
exclude unsolicited commercial messages.

Niche aggregation is growing: The abundance and diversity of online
content allow consumers to participate in and indulge their specialist
interests and hobbies. Aggregations of like-minded individuals
congregate online; the homogeneous mass consumer population
is fragmenting into ever-smaller niche groups, with increasingly
individual requirements.

Micropublishing of personal content is blossoming: Digital media’s inter-
active and interconnected nature allows consumers to express them-
selves online. Publishing your own content costs little more than a
bit of time and imagination, whether through discussion forums,
message boards, feedback forms, voting platforms, personal photo
galleries, or blogs. Users are posting their opinions online for all
to see and are consulting the opinion of their online peers before
making purchasing decisions. How often do you check an online
review before booking a table at an unknown restaurant or a weekend
break at a hotel, or even buying a new car?

Rise of the ‘prosumer’: Online consumers are getting increasingly
involved in the creation of the products and services they purchase,
shifting the balance of power from producer to consumer. They’re
letting producers know what they want in no uncertain terms: the level
of interaction between producer and consumer is unprecedented.
Individuals are more involved in specifying, creating and customizing
products to suit their requirements, and are able to shape and mould
the experiences and communications they receive from producers.
Traditional mass-production and mass-marketing concepts are rapidly
becoming a thing of the past.
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On demand; any time, any place, anywhere: As digital technology
becomes more ubiquitous in people’s lives, the corresponding
acceleration of business processes means that consumers can satisfy
their needs more quickly, more easily and with fewer barriers. In the
digital economy, trifling concerns like time, geography, location and
physical store space are becoming irrelevant. It’s a world of almost
instant gratification, and the more consumers get of it the more they
want it — now, now, now!

For marketers this evolution of the marketplace, and the shift in

consumer mindset that it heralds, presents a plethora of new challenges.

As consumers increasingly embrace new ways of communicating, take

greater ownership of the information and entertainment they consume,

and aggregate in increasingly specialized niche online communities,

marketers must shift their approach if they want to connect with them.
And that’s what the rest of this book is all about.



Strategic thinking

The most dangerous strategy is to jump a chasm in two leaps.
(Benjamin Disraeli)

Perception is strong and sight weak. In strategy it is important to see distant
things as if they were close and to take a distanced view of close things.

(Miyamoto Musashi)

Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication.
(Leonardo da Vinci)

Our chapter pledge to you

When you reach the end of this chapter you’ll have answers to the
following questions:

What is a digital marketing strategy and why do I need one?

How do I know if digital marketing is right for my business?

How do I formulate a digital marketing strategy?

How do I convince decision makers that now is the time to invest in
digital marketing?

Are my customers ready for digital marketing?
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Why you need a digital
marketing strategy

Why do you need a digital marketing strategy? The simple answer: because
without one you’ll miss opportunities and lose business. Formulating a
digital marketing strategy will help you to make informed decisions about
your foray into the digital marketing arena and ensure that your efforts
are focused on the elements of digital marketing that are most relevant
to your business. It’s a crucial first step towards understanding how the
constantly evolving digital marketplace relates to you and how it affects
the relationship between your business or brand and your customers and
prospects.

It doesn’t matter what business you’re in; it’s a fairly safe bet that an
increasing number of your target market rely on digital technology every
day to research, evaluate and purchase the products and services they
consume. Without a coherent strategy of engagement and retention
through digital channels your business is at best missing a golden
opportunity and at worst could be left behind, watching your competitors
pull away across an ever-widening digital divide.

Unlike conventional forms of mass media marketing, the internet
is unique in its capacity to both broaden the scope of your marketing
reach and narrow its focus at the same time. Using digital channels you
can transcend traditional constraints like geography and time zones
to connect with a much wider audience. At the same time, digital
technology allows you to hone your marketing message with laser-like
precision to target very specific niche segments within that wider market.
Implemented effectively, it can be an incredibly powerful combination.

It’s often stated that the internet puts consumers in control as never
before. Butit’s also important to remember that the internet also delivers
an unprecedented suite of tools, techniques and tactics that allow
marketers to reach out and engage with those same consumers. The
marketing landscape has never been more challenging, dynamic and
diverse.

And therein lies the crux of our need for a cohesive digital marketing
strategy. If you’re going to harness the power of digital marketing to
drive your online business to dizzying new heights, you need a thorough
understanding of your market, how your customers are using digital
technology, and how your business can best utilize that same technology
to build enduring and mutually rewarding relationships with them.

As digital channels continue to broaden the scope available to us
as marketers, so they add to the potential complexity of any digital



20 Understanding digital marketing

marketing campaign. Having a clearly defined strategy will help to keep
you focused, ensure that your marketing activities are always aligned with
your business goals and, crucially, ensure that you’re targeting the right

people.

Your business and digital marketing

Whether or not your business is suited to digital marketing depends very
much on the nature of that business, where it is now, and where you
want it to go in the future. If, for example, you’re a dairy farmer in rural
Ireland, have a fixed contract to supply milk to the local cooperative, and
have little, if any, scope or ambition to diversify and grow your business
year on year, then digital marketing probably isn’t for you. Likewise, if
you're a local butcher with an established client base in a thriving market
town in the English Peak District, and simply want to maintain the status
quo, then again you’ll probably do just fine without digital marketing.

If however you’re a Peak District butcher looking to diversify your
product offering, broaden the scope of your business and start selling
your quality organic produce to restaurants and hotels around the
country, well, then, welcome to the world of digital marketing.

In truth there are very few businesses today that can’t benefit from
at least some degree of digital marketing — even if it’s just providing a
basic online brochure telling people what you do, and sending out the
occasional update to existing customers via an e-mail newsletter or RSS
(Really Simple Syndication — a way to retrieve updated posts or articles
from a website automatically) feed.

Whether you are running a home-based ‘lifestyle’ business selling hand-
embroidered cushion covers, are asmall-scale artisan food producer or up-
and-coming restaurateur, or managing a large multinational corporation,
a growing proportion of your customer base is already online, with
more joining them every day. Obviously, the more your target market
comes to rely on these online channels for its information, research and
purchasing needs, the more critical digital marketing will become to the
ongoing success of your business.

Digital marketing — yes or no

There are really only two key questions you need to answer when it comes
to deciding whether or not your business needs a digital marketing
strategy.
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Table 2.1 Are your customers online?

Demographic of internet users

Below is the percentage of each group who use the internet, according
to our October-December 2007 survey. As an example, 74% of adult
women use the internet.

Use the internet

Total adults 75%
Women 74
Men 76
Age
18-29 92%
30-49 85
50-64 72
65+ 37
Race/ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic 76%
Black, non-Hispanic 56
English-speaking Hispanic 79
Geography
Urban 77%
Suburban 77
Rural 64

Household income

Less than $30,000/yr 61%
$30,000-$49,999 78
$50,000-$74,999 90
$75,000+ 93
Educational attainment
Less than high school 38%
High school 67
Some college 84
College + 93

N=2,054 adults, 18 and older. Margin of error is £2% for results based on the full
sample and £3% for results based on internet users.

Source: Pew Internet and American Life Project, Tracking Survey, 24 October — 12
December 2007, showing the proportion of US adults online and their demo-
graphic make-up (www.pewinternet.org/trends.asp, accessed 5 June 2008).
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First, is my audience online or is it going to be online? If your customers use
digital technology to research and/or purchase the products and services
you provide, then you absolutely need to embrace digital marketing now
to engage with them and retain them. If they don’t, then you don’t. It
really is that simple. Just bear in mind that, as the next generation of
consumers start to become your new customers, they’re likely to demand
more digital interaction from your business. If you’re not in a position to
deliver that, they could well choose to spend their money elsewhere.

Second, are my products, services or brands suited to digital marketing? This
can be a tricky one — but the answer is usually yes. Typically it doesn’t matter
what your product, service or brand is: as long as you’ve established that
there’s a viable online audience for it (see question 1), then you should
be promoting it online. While some products and services are obviously
more suited to online purchase and fulfilment than others (digital files,
like e-books or music, spring to mind), you’ll also find plenty of items
being marketed effectively through digital channels that few people
would ever dream of actually purchasing over the internet. Consumers
go online to research, evaluate and compare their choices. They make
purchasing decisions based on the quality of their online experience and
then head to a bricks-and-mortar store to hand over their cash. Boats,
cars, houses, apartments, horses, tractors — you name it, they’re all being
actively and successfully marketed online.

Defining your digital marketing strategy

Once you’ve decided that you do, in fact, need to pursue some form of
digital marketing, the next step is actually to sit down and define your
strategy. Unfortunately there is no ‘one size fits all’ strategic panacea here.
We don’t have a magic recipe to ensure your digital marketing success,
and neither does anybody else (despite some of the online hyperbole you
may read on the subject). Basically every business needs to ‘bake’ its own
unique strategy based on its own particular set of circumstances. While
the available ingredients are the same (and we’ll cover the major ones
later in the book), the resulting strategies can be radically different.

It’'s common sense really. If you sell apples to local grocers by the
truckload, your strategy will bear little resemblance to that of a company
selling downloadable e-books and reports on financial trading, which
will in turn be very different to the strategy adopted by a sports clothing
manufacturer who wants to cut out the retailer and sell directly to
consumers over the web.
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Different products, different markets, different needs — different
solutions. What it ultimately boils down to is this: the best people to
define your digital marketing strategy, curiously enough, are the people
who best know your business.

Laying strong digital foundations

The good news is that you’ve almost certainly already started the process
of defining your digital marketing strategy. Before even picking up this
book you’ve probably been thinking about digital marketing in the
context of your business, about what your competitors are doing online
and why, about how your customers and prospects are integrating digital
technology into their lives, and about how you can best exploit these
new and exciting digital channels to foster longer, more productive
relationships with them. These are the components that will form the
foundation of your digital marketing strategy:

Know your business:1syour business ready to embrace digital marketing?
Are your products or services suited to online promotion? Do you
have the right technology, skills and infrastructure in place? How
will digital marketing fit into your existing business processes, do
those processes need to change, and are you and your staff ready to
accommodate those changes?

Know the competition: Who are your main competitors in the digital
marketplace? Are they the same as your offline competitors? What are
they doing right (emulate them), what are they doing wrong (learn
from them), what aren’t they doing at all (is there an opportunity
there for you?) and how can you differentiate your online offering
from theirs? Remember, competition in the digital world can come
from just around the corner or from right around the globe. The same
technologies that allow you to reach out to a broader geographical
market also allow others to reach into your local market. When you
venture online you’re entering a global game, so don’t limit your
analysis to local competition.

Know your customers: Who are your customers and what do they want
fromyou? Are you going to be servicing the same customer base online,
or are you fishing for business from a completely new demographic?
How do the customers you're targeting use digital technology, and
how can you harness that knowledge to engage in a productive and
ongoing relationship with them?

Know what you want to achieve: If you don’t know where you’re going,
there’s a pretty fair chance you’ll never get there. What do you
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want to get out of digital marketing? Setting clear, measurable and
achievable goals is a key part of your digital marketing strategy. Are
you looking to generate online sales, create a source of targeted sales
leads, improve your brand awareness among online communities, all
of the above or perhaps something completely different? Your goals
are the yardsticks against which you can measure the progress of your
digital marketing campaigns.

Know how youre doing: The beauty of digital marketing s that, compared
to many forms of advertising, results are so much more measurable.
You can track everything that happens online and compare your
progress against predefined goals and key performance indicators
(KPIs). How is your digital campaign progressing? Are certain digital
channels delivering more traffic than others? Why is that? What
about conversion rates? How much of that increased traffic results in
tangible value to your business? Measure, tweak, refine, re-measure.
Digital marketing is an ongoing and iterative process.

The process of formally defining your digital marketing strategy forces
you to sit down and analyse the market in which you’re operating with a
critical eye, and to really think about the different components of your
business and how digital marketing can help you to achieve your business
goals.

Don’t get too bogged down in the technical details — remember,
digital marketing is about people communicating with other people; the
technology is just the bit in the middle that helps it to happen. Your
strategy should provide you with a high-level framework — a bird’s-eye
view of the digital marketing landscape with your business centre stage;
the details will come later.

Understanding the digital consumer

There is a notion that pervades marketing circles today, a notion of
mysterious ethereal creatures who existin a hyper-connected, multifaceted
cyber-world of their own. They are an enigma: they speak a different
language, communicate in ways we don’t understand, and they’re turning
the world of marketing on its head. These are the ephemeral, wraithlike
‘digital consumers’, who slip effortlessly through the marketer’s grasp.
Digital consumers are different, we’re told — but are they really?
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The digital consumer revealed

The first thing to realize about digital consumers is that there’s basically
no such thing. The customers and prospects you encounter online are
the very same people who walk into your store every day, call you on the
telephone, or order something from your mail-order catalogue. There’s
nothing dark, sinister or mysterious about them. They’re people — like
everybody else.

‘There is no great mystery about how [digital consumers] think and
what they want’, maintains interactive marketing expert Giles Rhys Jones
of Interactive Marketing Trends (http://interactivemarketingtrends.
blogspot.com).

These consumers are doing exactly what people have been doing for
thousands of years — communicating with each other. The fact that
technology is enabling them to communicate with each other faster, over
distance, over mobiles and in 3D worlds is being perceived as something
dangerous, unique and extraordinary, something that needs to be
controlled and pinned down. People talk to each other — they always have.
They are talking the same language and saying the same things. They are
just not necessarily sitting in the pub talking to one or five people but
doing it online to 15 or 5,000.

Making the web their own

Consumers, whatever their ‘flavour’, don’t care about the way marketers
define what they do. Concepts like above the line, through the line, below
the line, digital, traditional, experiential, linear, analogue, mobile, direct,
indirect or any other ‘box’ we care to slip our marketing endeavours
into are completely meaningless to them. All consumers care about is
the experience — how the marketing available to them can enhance the
experience and help them to make more informed decisions.

People are the single most important element in any form of marketing.
That’s just as true in the digital space as it is in any other sphere of the
discipline. As a marketer you need to understand people and their
behaviour — and here’s where the notion of the digital consumer does
carry some weight, because consumer behaviour is changing, and it’s
changing because of the pervasive, evocative and enabling nature of
digital technology.

‘The majority of today’s consumers are actively personalizing their
digital experiences and sampling niche content and video with increasing
frequency’, said Dave Friedman, president of the central region for Avenue
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A | Razorfish, writing in an article for Chief Marketer (www.chiefmarketer.
com).

In July 2007, Avenue A | Razorfish surveyed 475 US consumers across
all demographics and geographies in an effort to understand their
desires, frustrations and digital consumption habits. The results showed
that US consumers are adopting digital technology across the board, and
are harnessing its power to filter, organize and personalize the content
they consume in an increasingly information intensive world.

‘We’ve reached a collective digital tipping point as a majority of
consumers are tapping into a variety of emerging technologies and
social media to increasingly personalize their digital experiences’, said
Friedman. ‘From recommendation engines, to blogs, to customized start
pages, today’s “connected consumer” navigates a landscape that is much
more niche and personalized than we ever expected.’

The practice of broadcasting generic advertising messages to the mass
market is rapidly being usurped by specifically targeted, narrowcast
marketing, through digital channels, to an increasingly diverse and
segmented marketplace, even, ultimately, to a target market of one. Digital
marketing allows us to build uniquely tailored ongoing relationships with
individual customers. This is a conversation, not a lecture. Marketing in
the digital age has been transformed into a process of dialogue, as much
about listening as it is about telling.

| don’t know you and you don’t know me

Perceived anonymity is another online trait that can have a profound
effect on consumer behaviour. It liberates consumers from the social
shackles that bind them in the real world; online they are free to do and
say as they please with scant regard for the social propriety that holds sway
in ‘real life’. In a bricks-and-mortar store shoppers will wait patiently for
service, and will often endure a less-than-flawless shopping experience to
get what they want. Online they won’t; they demand instant gratification
and a flawless customer experience. You have to deliver, first time, every
time. If you fail to engage, retain and fulfil their expectations on demand,
they’re gone, vanishing into the ether of cyberspace as quickly as they
came, the only trace a fleeting, solitary record left on your web server’s
log file. And then they’ll tell all their online friends.

Key traits of the online consumer

We’re all familiar with the old road rage analogy of the congenial,
neighbourly man or woman who suddenly becomes a raving speed
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demon when behind the wheel of a car. Well, there’s something about
the immediacy and anonymity of the digital experience that has a similar
effect on people.

It’s always risky to generalize and make assumptions about people
— especially in a field as dynamic and fast moving as this one. The only
real way to know your market intimately is to conduct original research
within your particular target group. That said, a lot of research work
has been done (and continues to be done) on the behavioural traits of
online consumers, and a broad consensus has emerged around the key
characteristics that epitomize digital consumers:

Digital consumers are increasingly comfortable with the medium: Many on-
line consumers have been using the internet for several years at this
stage — and, while the user demographic is still skewed in favour of
younger people, even older users are becoming increasingly web
savvy. ‘It’s almost like a piano player who plays faster once they know
the instrument. In the beginning people “pling, pling, pling” very
carefully, and then they move on to playing symphonies’, said web
usability guru Jakob Nielsen in an interview with the BBC in 2006. As
people become more comfortable with the medium they use it more
efficiently and effectively, which means they don’t hang around for
long: your content needs to deliver what they want, and it needs to
deliver quickly.

They want it all, and they want it now: In the digital world, where every-
thing happens at a million miles per hour, consumers have grown
accustomed to getting their information on demand from multiple
sources simultaneously. Their time is a precious commodity, so they
want information in a format that they can scan for relevance before
investing time in examining the detail. Designers and marketers need
to accommodate this desire for ‘scannability’ and instant gratification
when constructing their online offering.

They’re in control: The web is no passive medium. Users are in control
— in the Web 2.0 world more than ever before. Fail to grasp that
simple fact and your target audience won’t just fail to engage with
you, but they will actively disengage. We need to tailor our marketing
to be user-centric, elective or permission based, and offer a real value
proposition to the consumer to garner positive results.

They’re fickle: The transparency and immediacy of the internet don’t
eradicate the concept of brand or vendor loyalty, but they do erode it.
Building trust in a brand is still a crucial element of digital marketing,
but today’s consumers have the power to compare and contrast
competing brands literally at their fingertips. How does your value
proposition stack up against the competition around the country and
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across the globe? Your brand identity may be valuable, but if your
overall value proposition doesn’t stack up you’ll lose out.

They’re vocal: Online consumers talk to each other — a lot. Through
peer reviews, blogs, social networks, online forums and communities
they’re telling each other about their positive online experiences —
and the negative ones. From a marketing perspective this is something
of a double-edged sword — harness the positive aspects and you have
incredible viral potential to propagate your message; getit wrong, and
you could just as easily be on the receiving end of an uncomfortable
online backlash.

The rise of the digital native

It’s 7 am. Janet wakes up to the sound of her iPod, sitting in its
cradle across the room, playing a random song from an album she
set to download overnight. As she gets out of bed her mobile trills: a
text has arrived from her college friend Simon. It’s about last night’s
party.

Janet stabs at the mobile keypad with one hand, deftly firing off a
reply, while her other hand opens up her laptop, logs her on to her
various social networking accounts and fires up her e-mail. A cursory
glance at the minifeeds on her social network sites shows her that
there’s nothing major going on amongst her circle of friends, so
she quickly checks her e-mail while simultaneously opening up her
feed-reader and scanning what’s new from her favourite news sites,
blogs and other locations around the web. In the background her
iPod picks another song at random from her music collection and
continues to play.

As the 20 or so messages sent to her overnight jostle for space in
her e-mail inbox, Janet’s mobile trills again — it’s Simon, replying to
her message and arranging to meet her before lectures start. She
checks the clock widget on her desktop sidebar and fires off a quick
confirmation — she’ll meet him outside the library in an hour and
a half. A quick scan of her incoming mail reveals most of it to be
spam that’s slipped through the net, but one from her friend Amy
catches her eye. She reads it, and is about to reply when she notices
that Amy is signed in to her IM account. She sends her an instant
message instead.

They chat for a few minutes, mainly about last night’s party and
what to do after college today. Janet checks the weather in another
sidebar widget — there’s rain forecast for later. They agree on the
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cinema. A quick visit to the cinema’s website reveals what’s on; they
check out some online peer-reviews to see what’s hot, agree on a
film and pre-book the tickets. Job done. Janet glances at the clock
—it’s 7.15 am, time for a shower and then breakfast.

Welcome to the world of the digital native — a hyper-connected,
high-octane world of instant access and gratification with digital
technology at its core. To young people today these aren’t merely
digital tools; they are essential, seamlessly integrated elements of
their daily lives. These are digital consumers, the net generation,
generation Y — call them what you will. They are insistent, impatient,
demanding, multi-tasking information junkies. They are the mass
market of tomorrow — and it’s absolutely imperative that we, as
marketers, learn to speak their language today.

Using influencers to help spread the word

There is one particular category of users online that warrants a special
mention when it comes to defining your digital marketing strategy.
Dubbed ‘influencers’, these early adopters are the online opinion leaders.
Through blogs, podcasts, forums and social networks they harness the
power of the web to extol the virtues of products and brands that they
like, and equally to denigrate those they find unsatisfactory.

Why are influencers important to you as a marketer? Because they have
the virtual ear of the online masses. People read and listen to what they
have to say; they value their opinion and trust their judgement. These
online influencers have already won the pivotal battle for the hearts
and minds of online consumers. Engage positively with them, and you
essentially recruit a team of powerful online advocates who can have a
potentially massive impact on a much wider group of consumers. This
is the online equivalent of ‘word-of-mouth’ marketing, on steroids. Of
course, give them a negative experience and, well, you can guess the
rest.

But how exactly will you recognize these online influencers? A
December 2006 report by DoubleClick (‘Influencing the Influencers:
how online advertising and media impact word of mouth’) defined
influencers as people who ‘strongly agreed’ to three or more of the
following statements:

They consider themselves expert in certain areas (such as their work,
hobbies or interests).
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People often ask their advice about purchases in areas where they are
knowledgeable.

When they encounter a new product they like they tend to recommend
it to friends.

They have a large social circle and often refer people to one another
based on their interests.

They are active online, using blogs, social networking sites, e-mail,
discussion groups, online community boards, etc to connect with
their peers.

Identifying the influencers within your market sector, analysing their
behaviour and tailoring part of your digital campaign to target this small
but influential group can result in disproportionate knock-on benefits.
Don’t neglect your core market, of course — but certainly consider
targeting influencers as part of your overall digital marketing strategy.

Mind your Ps

You might be asking yourself how all this newfangled digital ‘stuff’ fits
into the traditional marketing mix: the venerable four Ps of Product,
Price, Promotion and Place. Well, it breaks down something like this.

Place

Let’s start with the obvious one: it’s the internet. It’s the one billion plus
people around the world who have decided its better to be connected
— whether it’s accessed through a computer, a mobile device, IPTV or
whatever else might come along. That’s really it.

Price

Pricing is critical online. You have to be competitive: this is the internet,
and pricing is transparent. You don’t necessarily have to be the cheapest
— but to compete you need to make sure your overall value proposition
to the customer is compelling. Overprice your product and a host of
price comparison sites will soon highlight the fact, as will the countless
peerreview communities where consumers actively debate the relative
merits (or otherwise) of everything from financial products to wedding
stationery.
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Figure 2.1 Moneysupermarket.com, billed as ‘the UK’s leading finance
price comparison website and a leading UK travel price comparison
website’

Product

This is what you have to offer — your unique value proposition to your
customers. A good product, of course, is the cornerstone of all successful
marketing, but it’s particularly crucial in the digital arena. A product
that delivers tangible benefits and fills a real need in the marketplace
—something that leaves the customer with a genuine perception of value
— gives marketers the scope they need to do their job effectively. When
you’re promoting something viable, it’s much easier to engage with
consumers and to convince them to buy.

Conversely, the best marketing minds in the world will struggle to
promote a product that doesn’t deliver the goods. And this is where the
all-pervading, viral nature of the internet can really come back to bite
you. If you promote a product online and that product doesn’t deliver,
you’d better be prepared for the backlash.

Digital consumers are no wallflowers — they are vociferous and well
connected. They won’t keep the shortcomings of your product or
business to themselves — they’ll shout about it from the tallest building
in cyberspace, and others will quickly pick up the cry. Once that happens
you can pretty much shelve your marketing ambitions and go back to the
drawing board.
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So it’s important to make sure your product and the entire customer
value chain associated with it are right from the start. You need a solid
foundation if you're going to build a sustainable online business, and
that all starts with a sound product.

Promotion

Promotion is everything you do, online and offline, to get your productin
front of your prospects, acquire new customers and retain existing ones.
Examining those options will form the bulk of the rest of this book: in
the following chapters we’ll discuss the major forms of online promotion
available now, and will go on to look at emerging and future trends. Here
we summarize the main elements to whet your appetite:

Your website: Your website is the hub of your digital world — and
perhaps the most important element in your whole digital marketing
strategy. It’s a vital piece of online real estate to which all of your other
online activity will direct your prospects. A lot of the digital marketing
techniques discussed in this book are about generating traffic to your
website — but traffic in itself is worthless. To become valuable, traffic
must be converted — and that’s essentially what your website should
be: a conversion engine for the traffic being directed to it.

Search engine optimization (SEO): Part and parcel of the website is
SEO, or the process of aligning content on your website to what your
prospects are actively searching for, and presenting it in a manner
that makes it accessible to both people and search engines. The
organic or natural search results (the results in the middle of the
search engine results page) are the place to be if you want to increase
targeted traffic to your website.

Pay-per-click search advertising (PPC): Pay-per-click advertising offers
you a way to buy your way on to the search results pages for chosen
keywords or key phrases. Depending on your business and what
keywords you want to rank for, this can be an extremely effective way
of generating search engine traffic quickly, although as the medium
continues to gain in popularity more competitive keywords are
becoming prohibitively expensive for smaller businesses.

Affiliate marketing and strategic partnerships: how to partner with other
organizations and websites in mutually beneficial relationships to
promote your products or services.

Online public relations: using online channels like press releases, article
syndication and blogs to create a positive perception of your brand
and/or position you as an authority in your particular field.
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Social networking: a relatively new marketing opportunity, but one
that can potentially offer highly targeted advertising to niche social
groups based on profile information they volunteer through sites like
Bebo, Facebook, MySpace and others.

E-mail marketing: the granddaddy of internet marketing, suffering
something of a crisis in the wake of perpetual spam bombardment,
butstill an important tool in the digital marketer’s arsenal, particularly
when it comes to maintaining ongoing relationships with existing
customers and prospects who’ve ‘opted in’ to receive information.
Customer relationship management: Retaining existing customers and
building mutually rewarding relationships with them are another
important element of digital marketing. Digital technology makes
developing an enduring connection with your customers more
straightforward and effective than ever before.

Eyes on the prize

Another crucially important area of your digital marketing strategy is
setting realistic goals. Your strategy should explicitly define the business
goals you want your digital marketing efforts to help you achieve. As with
any other journey, you can only plan an effective route if you have a clear,
unambiguous destination in mind from the start. Or, to put it another
way, you might be the world’s best archer — but if nobody gives you a
target to aim at what good will it do you?

To measure your progress towards those goals, you also need to set
milestones along the way, consistently measuring your achievements,
and steering your digital campaign towards your ultimate destination.
Here again the digital realm offers a raft of tools and techniques to help
marketers reap a better return from their investment.

We’ll be examining the topic of web metrics and website intelligence in
Chapter 5, but the crucial thing to remember here is that digital marketing
is an iterative process of continuous improvement and refinement. You
can monitor and analyse the effectiveness of your digital marketing
campaigns in practically real time. You can measure everything and even
run alternative ads and strategies side by side to see what works best
before committing to a given course: test, refine, retest and then decide
where to make your investment based on real data from real customers.
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Tracking accountability

When a computer or mobile phone — in fact let’s call it a digital
media device — hits a site, a record is created in the web server’s
log file based on the unique IP address of that user, and the user’s
navigation through the site is tracked. Software on the web server
also sends a small, unobtrusive file to the user’s browser known as
a ‘cookie’, which essentially allows the web server to recognize the
same user when he or she comes back to the site again.

Based on information in the log file, marketers can tell a surprising
amount about the user’s activity on the site:

We know the broad geographical location based on the digits in
the IP address.

We know when the user arrived and from where.

We know what type of browser and operating system the person
is using.

So far we know very little but we can already start to be more
accountable. For example, we can now order our advertising and
marketing messages to be delivered only to people with a Mac who
live in Ireland and don’t like working before lunchtime but are
seriously interested in sports.

Now let’s make things a little more interesting. By adding specific
‘page tags’ to our website (with the help of a website developer,
webmaster and analytics partner) we can start to do some very
clever things — following website visitors to the purchase point and
beyond.

For example, say we choose to run a banner ad campaign. We can
detect not only the people who click on the banner and go through
the site to become purchasers, but also those people who do not
click on the banner but then go ahead and buy the product anyway
a few weeks later. This is really exciting stuff for marketers because
ultimately it dispenses with our whole fascination with the value of
the click-through.

Notlong ago digital marketing metrics were all about clicks, clicks,
clicks. Today, while clicks remain an important guideline, ultimately
they are about as useful as saying 230 people noticed my ad today,
isn’t that great? Well, in a word, no. Today’s online marketing
investment is about tangible returns; it’s about conversion and ROI;
ultimately it is about the accountability of the brand, the price, the
ad campaign and the job of the marketer.
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Which scenario would you rather: a warm post-campaign glow
when the research company pats you on the back and says well done
for achieving a 10 per cent increase in brand recall among 18- to
24-year-olds, or 1,293 enquiries about your product and the names
and addresses (e-mail, of course) of the 233 new customers who
now own your product?

Online marketing is very like direct marketing in that regard. You
invest, you sell, you weigh up your ROI, you learn, you adapt and you
move on. Except that online the process is much accelerated. Yes,
of course there’s still value in brand-based advertising. The drum-
playing gorilla who makes you want to eat Dairy Milk, or the girl on
the bench who makes you want to whistle the Nokia tune and give
her your Coca-Cola: it’s all good brand-building stuff and the kind
of advertising that’s sure to remain with us. The big problem with it
is its lack of accountability.

The truth is that digital is simply more accountable. You have far
more control and can make far more informed decisions based on
the feedback and information the technology provides. It’s easy to
control the pace and flow of your marketing budget, to turn it up or
down and to channel it in different directions.

If you are selling holidays, for example, you already know
enough about your customers to realize that certain times of the
year (holiday season) are less effective for advertising than others
(freezing winter days). But how cool would it be if you could target
your holiday advertising so that your ads start to run when the
temperature drops below 10 degrees in a particular region? What
about being able to advertise your currency exchange services based
on the performance of the markets? Well, in the digital world you
can do that. The potential is boundless.

Bringing it all together

There’s a lot to think about when defining your digital marketing
strategy, but in the end the process is about researching, analysing and
understanding three things that are crucial to your success: your business,
your competition and your customers. Your strategy lays the foundation
for everything you’ll do as a digital marketer, and will guide the decisions
you make as you implement some of the techniques outlined in the
coming chapters —and choose not to implement others, precisely because
they don’t fit with your chosen strategy.
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Effective digital marketing is about boxing clever. You pick and choose
the elements that are specifically relevant to your business. Going through
the process of defining a clear strategy, based on a thorough analysis of
where your business is now and where you want digital marketing to take
it, puts you in the ideal position to know what’s likely to work for you and,
just as importantly, what probably won’t.

Case study: Dove Self-Esteem Fund 2006
Campaign brief

The focus of the campaign was to invite women in Canada to become involved
in Dove’s mission to foster positive self-esteem in the lives of young girls. The
campaign was targeted at mums, mentors and educators as well as any other
relevant agencies to reach as many women as possible with Dove’s message
of ‘Real Beauty’. The ultimate goal was to effect change positively in the lives of
70,000 Canadian girls.

The specific online media objective was to provoke mothers to think about their
daughters’ self-esteem and inspire them to get involved in using the Dove Self-
Esteem Fund resources and tools found on campaignforrealbeauty.ca.

Campaign concept

Two films were developed by Ogilvy & Mather, Canada to encourage attendance
at Dove Self-Esteem Workshops and to engage with the Campaignforrealbeauty
site. The first, ‘Daughters’, featured daughters talking about the pressures on
young girls to be pretty and thin, and the overemphasis on external appearances.
The film also featured mums talking about their empathy for their daughters
struggling with these pressures. The film’s message was ‘Things won’t change
until we change them.’

The second film was ‘Evolution’. This featured a young, pretty girl in front of a
mirror whose image is ‘modellized’ by make-up artists, hairdressers, etc and then
completely airbrushed so that the end result is completely different from the original
shot of the girl. The core message of this film was ‘No wonder our perception of
beauty is distorted.’

Campaign strategy

The online media strategy was to develop a multi-layer online campaign that
would:

1. Generate awareness of the Dove Self-Esteem tools and resources.
2. lLaunch a ‘teaser’ one-minute film. A 15-second viral ‘film trailer’ was
streamed on mass and targeted women’s websites in Canada. The trailers
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exposed the need for the Dove Self-Esteem Fund and drove traffic to the
Campaignforrealbeauty site to view the complete film.

3. Develop a series of customized e-newsletters that were targeted at mothers
and teachers to introduce Dove Self-Esteem Fund tools and resources.

Two viral films were produced, ‘Daughters’ and ‘Evolution’, with the aim of
capturing attention and driving traffic to the Campaignforrealbeauty.ca website
and encouraging viewers to sign up to the Real Beauty workshops to be held at
15 locations in Canada.

The campaign

In September 2006 the ‘Daughters’ video was posted on YouTube, and the
viral version of the video was launched along with an e-mail and online banners
campaign. The ‘Evolution’ video was posted on YouTube in October 2006,
and again this was followed by the launch of the viral version of ‘Evolution’, the
‘Evolution’ e-mail campaign and online banners.

Results

During the fourth quarter of 2006 the average daily visits to the Campaign
For Real Beauty site grew from 1,378 to 16,785, an increase of 1,118 per cent.
Results from the ‘Daughters’ e-mail campaign:

220,942 e-mails delivered;
72,070 e-mails opened (33 per cent);
30,749 e-mails clicked (13 per cent).

Results from the ‘Evolution’ e-mail campaign:

224,174 e-mails delivered;
75,055 e-mails opened (33 per cent);
25,475 e-mails clicked (11 per cent).

The ‘Evolution’ film had compelling mass appeal online in its ideas and creative,
while ‘Daughters’ was more targeted in its appeal to mothers and mentors:

‘Evolution’ video downloads: 115,212;
‘Daughters’ video downloads: 32,818;
‘Evolution’: Tell-a-Friend: 12,228;
‘Daughters’: Tell-a-Friend: 2,992.

Online media key findings:

English-speaking and French-speaking Canadians responded differently to
the creative messages. The English-speaking Canadians responded more to
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the ‘Evolution’ message, while the French-speaking Canadians responded
more to ‘Daughters’.

There was a difference in the performance of different online advertising units:
large ‘Big Box’-type ads (sizeable ads appearing in the actual content of a
web page) outperformed Leaderboard ads (large horizontal banners across
the top of a web page). Consequently PHD, the agency responsible, shifted
its focus from Leaderboard to Big Box format.

Newsletter results were higher from niche sites, highlighting the higher degree
of trust in niche sites and the greater interactivity by their visitors.

Weekly campaign results enabled the campaign to be optimized effectively
and adapted where necessary.

The campaign had such an immediate and strong impact that it has been
extended globally.

Credits

Brand: Dove, Unilever, Canada
Agencies: Ogilvy & Mather, Canada and PHD, Canada
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Figure 2.2 Dove Canada’s ‘Self Esteem Fund’ and the ‘Campaign for Real
Beauty’ website were so successful they were picked up and rolled out globally
by the Unilever brand
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1 feel I'm able to serve my customer by knowing what she or he wants. One
of the ways I'm able to do this is through my website, and email: people give
me great ideas, tell me what they want, what they don’t want. It’s really
instrumental, and helps me stay in touch with people.

(Kathy Ireland)

If you do build a great experience, customers tell each other about that. Word
of mouth is very powerful.

(Jeff Bezos)

Small opportunities are often the beginning of great enterprises.

(Demosthenes, 384-322 Bc)

Our chapter pledge to you

When you reach the end of this chapter you’ll have answers to the
following questions:

Why is my website so important?

How do I build an effective website?

How should I structure the information on my website?
What is usability, and why should I care?
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Why are accessibility and web standards important?
How do I create compelling web content?

Your website — the hub of your
digital marketing world

If you are a digital marketer, your website is your place of business. You
may have all sorts of campaigns out there, tapping the far-flung reaches
of cyberspace for a rich vein of new customers, but ultimately everything
will be channelled back through a single point: your website. That makes
your website incredibly valuable. In fact, it’s the single most valuable piece
of digital real estate you’ll ever own. Get your digital marketing strategy
right and, who knows, it could well end up being the most valuable piece
of real estate you own, period.

We can’t stress this point enough. In an uncertain and constantly
evolving digital world, your website is the one thing over which you have
complete and explicit control. You can change anything and everything
on your website; you can tweak it, tune it and manipulate it in any way you
want; you can build in ways to track and measure all of the activity on your
website. You own it, it’s yours, and it’s the yardstick by which your entire
online business will be measured.

A conversion engine for traffic

All of the digital marketing techniques we’ll discuss in the coming
chapters have one thing in common: they’re designed to drive targeted,
pre-qualified traffic to your website. But traffic on its own does nothing but
consume internet bandwidth. It’s your website that converts that traffic
into prospects and/or customers — taking the numbers and transforming
them into something of tangible value to your business.

If you are a digital marketer your website is not just an online brochure
to let people know who you are and what you do. Granted, some of the
information you provide on your site will serve that purpose — but only in
a peripheral capacity. Nor is it simply there to garner search engine ‘mojo’
and generate huge volumes of traffic. Think of your website primarily as
a conversion engine for the traffic you garner through all of your other
digital marketing endeavours.

Yes, you need to provide information about your business, products and
services — but always with your conversion goals in mind. Everything on
your website should be geared towards achieving those conversion goals,
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either directly (products and service information, online ordering and
sales functionality, sales-focused copy and calls to action, enquiry forms,
newsletter sign-up, etc) or indirectly (business and brand information that
builds trust, and content that encourages repeat visits and/or establishes
your authority or reputation in your field).

Your conversion goals could be anything from an actual online purchase
(asales transaction), to an online query (lead generation), to subscribing
for your online newsletter (opt-in for future marketing) — or whatever
else you decide is important for your business and appropriate for your
customers. You can, of course, have multiple, tiered conversion goals.
Your primary goal might be an online sale or booking, your secondary
goal could be online lead generation and your tertiary goal could be to
harvest e-mails for your opt-in mailing list.

It doesn’t matter what your goals are or whether your website is a small
information or brochure-type site or a huge online store; the important
thing is that you keep them in mind when you design (or redesign) your
website. Remember, conversion is the key to digital marketing success;
your website, and the user experience you deliver through it, is what will
ultimately drive that conversion.

Building an effective website

An effective website is essentially about the convergence of two things:
your business goals and the needs of your target market. Build something
that aligns the two and you’ll end up with an effective website. Broken
down like that it sounds simple, but achieving that convergence can be a
tricky process — and a quick surf around the web will soon demonstrate
that it’s easier to get it wrong than to get it right.

You’ll note we used the word ‘effective’ rather than ‘successful’. For
a website to be successful people need to be able to find it (which we’ll
cover in the next chapter on search), but if you build your site to cater for
the right people’s needs you significantly increase the chance that, once
they arrive, they’ll become more than just a passing statistic.

First, let’s state here and now that this isn’t a definitive guide to website
development. This is a book about digital marketing. In this chapter we’ll
be exploring how to approach your website with digital marketing in mind.
Our focus is to maximize the effectiveness of your website with a view to
your digital marketing endeavours. What follows is a high-level overview
of the important elements to consider when designing your website from
a digital marketing perspective. It is not meant to be an exhaustive guide.
Most of the topics we touch on here would warrant an entire book to
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themselves. In fact, if you surf on over to Amazon you’ll find a swath of
titles available in each category. You’ll also find an avalanche of relevant
(and of course irrelevant) information on the web.

Here, our aim is to arm you with the high-level knowledge you’ll
need to make informed decisions about your website design in a digital
marketing context and to communicate exactly what you need to your
web design partners when it’s time to construct your digital hub.

The main steps of building your website

Different businesses will follow different processes involving different
groups of people when designing, developing and implementing a
website, but regardless of the approach you choose to take, how formal
or informal the process, there are a number of key stages that generally
form part of any web development project:

Planning: Establish your goals for the site; analyse the competition;
define who your target market is, how they’ll find you online and
what they’re going to be looking for when they arrive; map out a
schedule and decide who’s going to do what and when.

Design: Decide on the ‘look and feel’ of the site: colours, graphics,
information architecture,' navigation, etc.

Development: putting it all together, taking the agreed design and
constructing the actual pages of the site, crafting the content, links
and navigation hierarchy.

Testing: making sure everything works the way it should before you let
it out on to the big bad internet.

Deployment: Your new site becomes live on the internet for the whole
world to find — or not, as the case may be.

Before you start

Know why you're building a website

‘What is my website for?’ It’s a simple enough question, yet you'd be
amazed by how many businesses have never asked it. They have a website
because everyone else has one and it seemed like a good idea at the time.
The result is a site, invariably an isolated little island in the backwaters of
cyberspace, that brings nothing to the business but the expense of annual
hosting and maintenance.
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Ideally you should have a clear idea of exactly whatitis your organization
wants to achieve from a website before you start to build it.

Know who your website is for

Knowing who exactly you’re creating your website for is also crucial to its
success. Yet, surprisingly, it’s another thing that’s often overlooked in the
process. Far too many websites end up being designed to appeal to the
committee of executives who ultimately sign off on the project, instead of
the people who will actually be using them. Don’t fall into that trap. For
your website to succeed it needs to appeal to one group of people and
one group of people only: your target market.

Think about how your users will access your website; what will they want
to find when they get there, and how can your site fulfil those needs?
Put yourself in their shoes or, better still, ask them directly what they’d
like to see or do on your website. Try conducting some informal market
research with people who would potentially use your website (online and/
or offline). The results may be illuminating, and could be the difference
between a successful website and an expensive online experiment.

Build usability and accessibility into your website
design

Usability and accessibility are central to good web design — and yet both
are frequently ignored, or at least are not given the weighting they warrant
when it comes to making design decisions. They are about making sure
that your site content can be accessed by the widest-possible audience and
delivering the information and functionality users want in a way they’'re
comfortable and familiar with.

Usability

The theory behind web usability is straightforward enough: simple,
elegant and functional design helps users to achieve what they want to
achieve online more effectively. It’s about taking the frustration out of
the user experience, making sure things work intuitively, eliminating
barriers so that users accomplish their goals almost effortlessly. Your
goal is to help the users to do what they want to do in the most efficient
and effective way possible. Everything else is just web clutter. Achieving a
simple, elegant design that delivers what the user wants with a minimum
of fuss isn’t easy, but putting in the effort can pay huge dividends.
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For a step-by-step guide to usability,and a comprehensive downloadable
e-book of research-based web design and usability guidelines, check out
the US government’s usability website at www.usability.gov.

Accessibility

The term ‘accessibility’, in relation to the web, refers to the process
of designing your website to be equally accessible to everyone. A well-
designed website should allow all users equal access to the information
and functionality the site delivers. By adhering to accessibility guidelines
when designing your site you’re basically making sure that it’s useful to as
broad a cross-section of your target audience as possible.

If your site complies with accessibility guidelines it will work seamlessly
with hardware and software designed to make the internet more
accessible to people with disabilities. For example, by making sure you
include descriptive text alternatives to images and multimedia content on
your website you can help visually impaired or even completely sightless
visitors to access your site through special text-to-speech software and/or
text-to-Braille hardware. How stringently you choose to adhere to these
accessibility guidelines will depend on several factors, including the
nature of your site, your target audience and, in some circumstances, the
requirements of local accessibility legislation.

With both accessibility and usability very small and simple steps can
make a big difference; even something as small as ensuring that the text
on your website resizes according to the user’s browser preferences can
have a huge impact on some people’s ability to use your site effectively.

You’ll find a more detailed look at website accessibility, including all
of the most current accessibility standards and guidelines, on the W3C
website at www.w3.org/WAI/.

A word about the W3C and web standards

The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C, www.w3.org) is the gatekeeper
of web standards. Its mission: ‘to lead the World Wide Web to its full
potential by developing protocols and guidelines that ensure long-term
growth for the Web’.

Since its inception in 1994 the consortium has published more than
110 of these standards, which it calls W3C Recommendations. These
open standards are primarily designed to ensure what the W3C calls the
‘interoperability of the web’ — or basically to make sure that all of the
different computers, platforms and technologies that make up and access
the web can work together seamlessly.

In practice it’s a good idea to make sure that your website is designed
and implemented to be web standard compliant. A standards-compliant
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website is much more likely to work consistently across the different
browsers and operating systems used by your target market. It also future-
proofs your site to some extent, reducing the need for maintenance.
Standards-compliant sites should (in theory at least) continue to work
consistently with new browser versions (which should be backward
compatible with the standards), while a non-compliant site may not.

Maintaining a standards-compliant site is also more straightforward,
because the code that makes up the pages is, you guessed it, standard. It
makes it easier for a web developer to pick up and maintain somebody
else’s code — which could be important if you decide to change your web
designer or to bring the entire process in-house in the future.

In general you should aim to make sure your site is as standards
compliant as possible while still achieving what you need. Make sure
your web designer knows you're aware of web standards and that you
want your site to adhere to them. All of the standards are available on
the W3C site, and there are online validators that will screen your pages
for compliance. You can even download a little ‘badge’ to display in the
footer of your standards-compliant website to prove to the world that
your pages validate.

Words make your website tick

The world of the web is dominated by words. Audio, video, flash and
animation may seem to be everywhere online but, even in an era where
multimedia content seems to be taking over, at its core the web is still
all about text and the connections between different words and phrases
on and between websites. To a digital marketer, some of those words
and phrases are more important than others, and knowing which words
are relevant to your business is essential to building an effective website.
These are your keywords or key phrases, and in the search-dominated
world of the digital marketer they are, in a word, key. Exactly what they
are will depend on your business, the digital marketing goals you defined
as part of your overall strategy, and the online behaviour of your target
market. But you need to know what they are.

Keywords are practically synonymous with search, so we cover the basics
of keyword research and selection in the search chapter (Chapter 4). But
it’s a very good idea to have your list of target keywords in mind from the
very beginning. It’s much easier to optimize a site for search engines as
you build it than it is to retro-fit search engine optimization after the fact.
Your keywords will help to guide everything, from your site design to your
information architecture and navigation, right down to the content you
put on the individual pages of your website.
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Know your competition

Identifying your competition, analysing what they’re trying to achieve
with their websites, where they’re succeeding and where they’re failing,
can be a great way of getting ideas and looking at different ways you
can compete online. Take the keyword phrases you’ve identified for your
website and type them into leading search engines. The sites that rank
highly for your keywords are your online competition.

What are they doing well, and how easy would it be for you to emulate
and improve on those things? Put yourself in the user’s shoes. What sort
of user experience are the sites offering? How could it be improved upon?
What about the content? A thorough analysis of your online competition
can reveal a lot, not just about them and what they offer online, but about
the direction you choose to take with your website in order to compete
effectively with them.

Choosing your domain name

Every website on the internet has a unique address (a slight simplification,
but we don’t need to get into the complexities here). It’s called an IP
address, and it’s not very interesting, informative or memorable to most
humans. It consists of a series of numbers something like 64.233.167.99
(type that address into your browser and see where it takes you).

While that’s fine for computers and the occasional numerically
inclined tech-head, it’s not much use to the rest of us. So back in the
early days of the internet, the domain name system was developed to
assign human-readable names to these numeric addresses. These domain
names — things like digitalmarketingsuccess.com, google.com, wikipedia.
org or harvard.edu — are naturally much more useful and memorable to
your average human than the IP addresses they relate to.

You need your own domain name

If you don’t have your own domain name, you’re going to need to register
one. As a business, if you want to be taken seriously online, piggybacking
on someone else’s domain is completely unacceptable. An address like
www.mysite.someothersite.com or www.someothersite.com/mysite/ looks
unprofessional, makes your web address difficult to remember, won’t do
you any favours with search engines and generally tarnishes your business
image wherever you publicize it, online and off.
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The good news is that registering a domain is cheap (less than US$10
per year, depending on the domain registrar you choose) and easy. It may
be included as part of the package offered by your website developer, or
you can easily register a domain yourself. You can check availability, select
your domain and register it in minutes online (www.mydomain.com is
the registrar we used to register the domain associated with this book;
there are plenty more to choose from: just type ‘domain registration’
into your favourite search engine and you’ll be presented with plenty of
options).

NB: While most domains operate on a first-come-first-served basis, some country-
specific domains (such as Ireland’s .ie domains) have special eligibility conditions
that need to be satisfied before the registration is confirmed. Check with the relevant
country’s domain name authority to see if any country-specific conditions apply to
the domain(s) you're interested in.

Some things to bear in mind when choosing your domain name are:

Make it catchy, memorable and relevant: Choose a catchy, easily identifiable
domain name that’s relevant to your business and easy for people to
remember.

Use a country-specific top-level domain (TLD} to appeal to a local audience:
If your market is local, it often pays to register the local version of the
domain (.co.uk or .ie, for example) instead of (or as well as) the more
generic .com, .net or .org. If you’re appealing to an international
audience, a generic TLD may serve you better. Of the generic TLDs,
.com is by far the most universally accepted and popular — making it
the most valuable one to secure.

You can buy multiple domain names: There’s nothing to stop you buying
more than one domain to prevent others from registering them.
You can then redirect the secondary domains to point to your main
website. Another option is registering country-specific domains to
give yourself an online ‘presence’ in each country you do business in.
You can then deploy a regionally tailored version of your website to
each of those domains (the preferable option) or redirect them to a
localized section on your main website.

Keywords in a domain name can be beneficial: You may decide to incor-
porate one of your keyword phrases into your domain name. Opinion
varies on the significance of this in terms of its impact on your search
engine ranking, but it may help both search engines and users to
establish what your site is about right from the start.
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Hosting — your website’s home
on the internet

The other bit of housekeeping you’ll need to take care of before your
site goes live is hosting. Your finished site will consist of files, applications
and possibly a database, all of which sit on a computer that’s permanently
connected to the internet. This computer is your web server, and will be
running special software that will accept requests from users’ web browsers
and deliver your web pages by return. It’s a bit more complicated, but
basically that’s what it boils down to.

Unless you belong to a large organization with its own data centre that
has a permanent connection to the internet backbone, it’s highly unlikely
that you’ll host your site in-house. A much more likely scenario is that
you’ll arrange a hosting solution through a specialist hosting provider.

Different types of hosting

There are basically four different types of hosting offered by web hosting
companies, all of which are perfectly acceptable for your business
website. Which option you choose will depend largely on your budget,
how busy you anticipate your website will be (in terms of visitor traffic),
and the amount of control you want over the configuration of the server
(whether you need to install your own custom software, change security
settings, configure web server options, etc).

NB: A word of warning here: avoid ‘free’ hosting accounts. While they may
be tempting for a small business site to begin with, they tend to be unreliable,
often serve up annoying ads at the top of your site, don’t offer the flexibility or
functionality of a paid hosting account, may not support the use of your own
domain name, offer limited (if any) support, and present a greater risk that you’ll
be sharing your server with some less-than-desirable neighbours — which can hurt
your search engine rankings.

Shared hosting accounts

With shared hosting you are essentially renting space on a powerful
server where your website (s) will sit alongside a number of other websites
(typically hundreds, sometimes thousands, on a single server). Each
hosting account has its own, secure virtual space on the server where
you can upload your site’s files. A dedicated control panel for account
administration offers some degree of control over server configuration
and usually provides access to a suite of additional software and tools to
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help you (or your webmaster) manage your website(s). All of the websites
on a server typically share system resources like CPU, RAM, etc.

Shared hosting is the most common and cheapest form of hosting,
and it’s how the majority of websites — particularly for small to medium
businesses —start out. Most shared hosting accounts have space restrictions
and a monthly bandwidth cap. They are ideal for small to medium
businesses and websites with average levels of traffic. In most instances
this is the most cost-effective form of hosting.

Virtual dedicated hosting

With virtual dedicated hosting a single server is ‘split’ into a number
of virtual servers. All the users feel as though they're on their own
dedicated server, when in fact they’re on the same physical machine.
The users will typically have complete administrative control over their
own virtual space. This is also known as a virtual private server or VPS.
While virtual dedicated hosting offers complete flexibility in terms of the
administration, software and configuration options available, you're still
sharing server resources with other users and websites.

Dedicated hosting

Dedicated hosting solutions provide a dedicated, high-powered server
for your website (s) and your website(s) alone. You don’t share space or
system resources with anybody else — which means you don’t share the
cost either, making dedicated hosting expensive.

Dedicated servers offer much more power and flexibility, because
changes made to the server affect only your website(s). That means that
you (or your webmaster or technical team) have pretty much complete
control over server configuration, security, software and settings. Dedi-
cated servers also typically offer much more capacity in terms of space
and bandwidth than shared hosting — making them suitable for high-
traffic sites.

Because of the flexibility and control offered by dedicated hosting
solutions (complete control over the host computer), they tend to require
more technical ability to administer than shared hosting environments.

Server co-location

Co-location is essentially the same as dedicated hosting except that,
instead of the hosting company providing a pre-configured dedicated
server for your website, you buy and configure your own server, which
is then hosted in their dedicated hosting facility. This offers perhaps
the ultimate in flexibility, because you have complete control not only
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over the software and setting on the server, but also over the hardware
specification, operating system, software, security — everything. Co-
location is essentially the same as hosting your own server in your own
office — except that your server is plugged into a rack in a dedicated
hosting facility with all of the bells and whistles you’d expect.

Choosing your hosting company

Your website developer will be able to help you decide which web hosting
option is right for you, based on the size, design, functionality and
configuration of your website, and your anticipated levels of traffic based
on your business goals. The developer should also be able to recommend
a reliable web hosting company that will serve your needs.

When choosing your web host bear the following in mind:

Choose a host in the country where your primary target market lives: This
is important, because search engines deliver local search results to
users based on the geographical location of the server on which the
web pages reside (which they can infer from the server IP address).
Make sure the host is reliable: Do they offer guaranteed uptime and levels
of service? Many hosts publish live server statistics that demonstrate
the reliability of their services. You should expect a service level
approaching 100 per cent from a high-quality hosting service.

Find outwhat sort of support they offer: Make sure the hosting you choose
includes efficient and effective support 24/7. If your website goes
down you need to be confident you can call on your host for assistance
whatever time of the day or night.

Back-up and disaster recovery: If the worst happens and the server goes
belly up, what sort of disaster recovery options does the host have in
place? Ideally your host should take several daily snapshots of your
entire account/server, allowing them to restore it and get your site
back up and running as quickly as possible should the worst happen.
What others think: Find out what other customers think. Read testi-
monials, and search for discussions on webmaster forums relating to
the hosts you’re considering. Are other people’s experiences good or
bad? Post a few questions.

Shop around: Hosting is an incredibly competitive industry, so shop
around for the best deal — but bear in mind that the cheapest option
isn’t always the best choice.
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How to choose a web designer
or developer

Unless you’re a web designer yourself or have access to a dedicated in-
house web development team, you’ll need to bring in a professional web
design firm to help you with your website project. You’ll find a host of
options out there, offering a range of services that will make your mind
boggle. The good news is, if you’ve done your preliminary work, you
should already have a fair idea what you want out of your website, who it’s
aimed at and the sort of features you’d like to include. Armed with that
knowledge, you can start to whittle down the list of potential designers to
something more manageable:

Look at their own website: In trying to assess the relative merits of a web
design company, the best place to startis with their own website. What’s
their site like? Examine it with a critical eye. Does it look professional?
Is it functional? Think about what they’re trying to achieve and how
well the site addresses the needs of its target audience (you, in this
case). Is it easy to find what you want? Does it meet or exceed your
expectations? If not, do you really want the same people working on
your website?

Examine their portfolio: Practically every web design firm offers an
online portfolio showing recent website projects they’ve worked on.
Look at these — but go beyond the portfolio pages and click through
to the actual websites themselves. Again, put your analytical hat on
and ask what the sites are trying to achieve, who they’re aimed at and
how well the designers have achieved those goals.

That should give you enough of a steer to produce a reasonable shortlist
of potential candidates. Now you can dig a little deeper:

Ask their customers for recommendations: Go back to the best of the
portfolio sites for your shortlisted designers. Go to the ‘Contact us’
page and drop them a line by e-mail or pick up the phone to ask for
some honest feedback on their web design experience. Would they
recommend the firm?

What’s their online reputation like? Web forums, online communities
and peer-review sites are other good places to look for information
about your shortlisted web design firms. Is the online vibe positive or
negative? What are people saying about them?
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Are they designing sites to be found? Your website is only as good as the
quality traffic it gets. Are your shortlisted designers search engine
savvy? Go back to the portfolio sites you looked at and pick out some of
the keyword phrases you’d expect them to rank for in a search engine.
Now go to the search engines and type in those keyword phrases.
Have those sites been indexed? Where do they rank on the search
results page? Low ranking doesn’t necessarily indicate a problem with
their web design — there are many components that contribute to
search engine ranking (see Chapter 4), but it may be something you
should ask them to clarify before making your decision.

Do they adhere to web standards? Go to the W3C website validation page
(http:/ /www.w3.org/QA/Tools/) and run the web addresses of your
shortlisted web designers through the MarkUp Validator, Link Checker
and CSS Validator. Do the sites validate as web standards compliant?
You shouldn’t necessarily discount your favourite designers because
of this — but it is something else you should ask them about before
making your final decision.

By now you should have whittled your shortlist down to a few competent
and professional companies you’d like to quote or tender on your website
project. The final decision is, of course, up to you.

Arranging your information

Your site structure — the way you arrange and group your information
and how users navigate their way around it — can have a massive impact
on its usability, its visibility to search engine spiders, its rank in search
engine results pages (SERPs)® and its potential to convert the traffic once
it arrives. Getting your information architecture right is absolutely critical
to the success of your website.

It can be difficult to know where to start. You know what information
you want on your site, but what’s the best way of arranging it so that users
can access it intuitively, at the level of granularity they desire, while also
providing you with maximum exposure in the search engines for specific
keywords? The answer, as is so often the case in digital marketing, is that
it depends. It depends on the sort of business you’re in, the type of site
you’re building, your target audience, your business goals and a whole
host of other variables.
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Start with your keywords

The keywords your potential users are searching on should give you a
good indication of both the content they’re looking for and the search
terms you want your site to rank for in the SERPs. Take those keywords
and arrange them into logical categories or themes. These themes, along
with the staple ‘Home page’, ‘About us’ and ‘Contact us’ links, give you
the primary navigation structure for your site.

Define your content structure

Look at your main themes, the keywords you’ve associated with each
of them and the corresponding information or content you want to
include beneath each. Now define a tiered hierarchy of sub-categories
(your secondary, tertiary, etc navigation levels) within each theme as
necessary until you have all of your targeted keywords covered. Arrange
your content so that the most important information is summarized at

Content item
legory | Content item
Content item
Section/theme Content item
Category | Content item
Content item
Content item
Home Content item
Section/theme Content item
Content item

Section/theme

Sub-category Content item
oy Content item

Section/theme Content item

Content item

Figure 3.1 A simple website information hierarchy
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the highest levels, allowing the user to drill down to more detailed but
less important information on the specific topic as required. Try not to
go too deep in terms of navigation sub-categories — it is rarely necessary
to go beyond three, in exceptional cases four, levels deep from the home

page.

Your home page

The home page is often perceived as one of the most important pages on
your site, but is potentially one of the least useful, both to your business
and to your site visitors. For a start, home pages tend, by necessity, to
be relatively generic: too generic to answer a user’s specific query or to
entice instantly the conversion you crave. Indeed, many of your visitors
— especially those arriving from a search engine or by clicking on a link
from another website or an online advertisement — will tend to land on a
much more focused internal page, one that deals with the specific topic
that they’ve searched for or clicked on. This deeper page should be much
better at satisfying their immediate requirements.

Where a home page comes into its own is as a central reference point
for navigating your content. A breadcrumb trail or navigation path along
the top of your site can tell users at a glance exactly where they are on your
site in relation to a fixed point: your home page. It’s also a convenient
central location that users can easily return to. No matter where they
wander on your site users are always only one click from home, which
reassures them that they can’t get lost.

Your home page should be a ‘jumping-off point’ for the rest of your
site, offering intuitive navigation to all of your main sections or themes,
and telling people immediately what your site is all about and how it can
help them. It’s also a good place to highlight new products and services,
special offers, incentives, news or anything else you want to promote on
your site.

Avoid splash screens that simply show your company logo and a ‘Click
here to enter’ button. They offer no benefit at all to your users or to your
business — they are web clutter at its worst. Likewise flash intros — the
‘Skip intro’ button is one of the most widely clicked buttons on the web.
Remember, you want to make it as easy as possible for your visitors to
achieve their goals, so avoid putting obstacles between them and your
real content.
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Writing effective web content

Now you’ve defined a structure for your information you’re ready to put
together your content. Stop! Don’t make the mistake that often happens
with new websites. You can’t simply take your offline marketing collateral
and paste the same copy into your web pages and expect it to work.

The golden rule of writing effectively in any medium is to know your
audience — the more your writing is tailored to your audience, the more
effective it is. It’s exactly the same on the web. The difference between
effective web writing and effective print writing reflects the core difference
in the nature of the audience. Printis a linear medium; the web is random
access. People read through printed material from beginning to end; on
the web they scan and skip. Offline readers are patient; online readers
want the information they’re looking for now, now, now.

We already know a bit about the characteristics of online users from
our look at online consumer behaviour in the last chapter — writing
effective web content is about taking what we know about web users in
general, and the target audience of our website in particular, and applying
that knowledge to deliver our information in a format that meets those
readers’ needs:

Grab attention: Web users are impatient. Forget flowery introductions
and verbose descriptions; make your writing clear, concise and to the
point from the start.

Make it scannable: Avoid large blocks of uninterrupted text. Use
headings, sub-headings and bullet points to break up the text into
manageable, scannable stand-alone chunks.

Make it original: Unique, original content is a great way to engage your
users and establish your relevance and authority, and search engines
love it.

Use the inverted pyramid: The inverted-pyramid writing style often used
for newspaper stories tends to work well on the web. Aim to deliver
the most important points of your story first, going on to deliver
supporting details in order of decreasing importance down the page.
Ideally, the user should be able to stop reading at any point and still
get the gist of the content.

Be consistent: Use a simple, easy-to-read writing style, and keep things
consistent across the site. If you have a number of people creating
your content, consider developing a style guide or house style to help
maintain consistency.

Engage with your reader: Use a conversational style, and write as if you
were talking to an individualrather than an audience. It will help your
writing to engage with the reader on a much more personal level.
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Top ten mistakes in web design

Jakob Nielsen

Since my first attempt in 1996, I have compiled many top-10 lists
of the biggest mistakes in web design. This article presents the
highlights: the very worst mistakes of web design.

1. Bad search

Overly literal search engines reduce usability in that they’re unable
to handle typos, plurals, hyphens, and other variants of the query
terms. Such search engines are particularly difficult for elderly
users, but they hurt everybody.

Acrelated problem is when search engines prioritize results purely
on the basis of how many query terms they contain, rather than on
each document’s importance. Much better if your search engine
calls out ‘best bets’ at the top of the list — especially for important
queries, such as the names of your products.

Search is the user’s lifeline when navigation fails. Even though
advanced search can sometimes help, simple search usually works
best, and search should be presented as a simple box, since that’s
what users are looking for.

2. PDF files for online reading

Users hate coming across a PDF file while browsing, because it breaks
their flow. Even simple things like printing or saving documents are
difficult because standard browser commands don’t work. Layouts
are often optimized for a sheet of paper, which rarely matches the
size of the user’s browser window. Bye-bye smooth scrolling. Hello
tiny fonts.

Worst of all, PDF is an undifferentiated blob of content that’s
hard to navigate.

PDF is great for printing and for distributing manuals and other
big documents that need to be printed. Reserve it for this purpose
and convert any information that needs to be browsed or read on
the screen into real web pages.

3. Not changing the colour of visited links

A good grasp of past navigation helps you understand your current
location, since it’s the culmination of your journey. Knowing your
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past and present locations in turn makes it easier to decide where to
go next. Links are a key factor in this navigation process. Users can
exclude links that proved fruitless in their earlier visits. Conversely,
they might revisit links they found helpful in the past.

Most important, knowing which pages they’ve already visited frees
users from unintentionally revisiting the same pages over and over
again.

These benefits only accrue under one important assumption:
that users can tell the difference between visited and unvisited links
because the site shows them in different colours. When visited links
don’t change colour, users exhibit more navigational disorientation
in usability testing and unintentionally revisit the same pages
repeatedly.

4. Non-scannable text

A wall of text is deadly for an interactive experience. Intimidating.
Boring. Painful to read. Write for online, not print. To draw users
into the text and support ‘scannability’, use well-documented
tricks:

subheads;

bulleted lists;

highlighted keywords;

short paragraphs;

the inverted pyramid;

a simple writing style; and

de-fluffed language devoid of marketese.

5. Fixed font size

CSS style sheets unfortunately give websites the power to disable
a web browser’s ‘change font size’ button and specify a fixed font
size. About 95 per cent of the time, this fixed size is tiny, reducing
readability significantly for most people over the age of 40.

Respect the user’s preferences and let them resize text as needed.
Also, specify font sizes in relative terms — not as an absolute number
of pixels.

6. Page titles with low search engine visibility

Search is the most important way users discover websites. Search
is also one of the most important ways users find their way around
individual websites. The humble page title is your main tool to
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attract new visitors from search listings and to help your existing
users to locate the specific pages that they need.

The page title is contained within the HTML <title> tag and is
almost always used as the clickable headline for listings on search
engine result pages (SERPs). Search engines typically show the first
66 characters or so of the title, so it’s truly microcontent.

Page titles are also used as the default entry in the Favorites when
users bookmark a site. For your home page, begin with the company
name, followed by a brief description of the site. Don’t start with
words like ‘The’ or ‘Welcome to’ unless you want to be alphabetized
under “I” or ‘W’.

For other pages than the home page, start the title with a few
of the most salient information-carrying words that describe the
specifics of what users will find on that page. Since the page title is
used as the window title in the browser, it’s also used as the label for
that window in the taskbar under Windows, meaning that advanced
users will move between multiple windows under the guidance of
the first one or two words of each page title. If all your page titles
start with the same words, you have severely reduced usability for
your multi-windowing users.

Taglines on home pages are a related subject: they also need to be
short and quickly communicate the purpose of the site.

7. Anything that looks like an advertisement

Selective attention is very powerful, and web users have learned to
stop paying attention to any ads that get in the way of their goal-
driven navigation. (The main exception being text-only search-
engine ads.)

Unfortunately, users also ignore legitimate design elements that
look like prevalent forms of advertising. After all, when you ignore
something, you don’t study it in detail to find out what it is.

Therefore, it is best to avoid any designs that look like advertise-
ments. The exact implications of this guideline will vary with new
forms of ads; currently follow these rules:

banner blindness means that users never fixate their eyes on
anything that looks like a banner ad due to shape or position on
the page;

animation avoidance makes users ignore areas with blinking or
flashing text or other aggressive animations;

pop-up purges mean that users close pop-up ‘windoids’ before
they have even fully rendered, sometimes with great viciousness
(a sort of getting-back-at-GeoCities triumph).
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8. Violating design conventions

Consistency is one of the most powerful usability principles: when
things always behave the same, users don’t have to worry about what
will happen. Instead, they know what will happen based on earlier
experience. Every time you release an apple over Sir Isaac Newton,
it will drop on his head. That’s good.

The more users’ expectations prove right, the more they will
feel in control of the system and the more they will like it. And the
more the system breaks users’ expectations, the more they will feel
insecure. Oops, maybe if I let go of this apple, it will turn into a
tomato and jump a mile into the sky.

Jakob’s Law of the Web User Experience states that ‘users spend
most of their time on other websites’.

This means that they form their expectations for your site based
on what’s commonly done on most other sites. If you deviate, your
site will be harder to use and users will leave.

9. Opening new browser windows

Opening up new browser windows is like a vacuum cleaner sales
person who starts a visit by emptying an ash tray on the customer’s
carpet. Don’t pollute my screen with any more windows, thanks
(particularly since current operating systems have miserable window
management).

Designers open new browser windows on the theory that it keeps
users on their site. But even disregarding the user-hostile message
implied in taking over the user’s machine, the strategy is self-
defeating since it disables the Back button which is the normal way
users return to previous sites. Users often don’t notice that a new
window has opened, especially if they are using a small monitor
where the windows are maximized to fill up the screen. So a user
who tries to return to the origin will be confused by a grayed out
Back button.

Links that don’t behave as expected undermine users’ under-
standing of their own system. A link should be a simple hypertext
reference that replaces the current page with new content. Users
hate unwarranted pop-up windows. When they want the destination
to appear in a new page, they can use their browser’s ‘open in new
window’ command — assuming, of course, that the link is not a piece
of code that interferes with the browser’s standard behaviour.
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10. Not answering users’ questions

Users are highly goal-driven on the web. They visit sites because
there’s something they want to accomplish — maybe even buy your
product. The ultimate failure of a website is to fail to provide the
information users are looking for.

Sometimes the answer is simply not there and you lose the sale
because users have to assume that your product or service doesn’t
meet their needs if you don’t tell them the specifics. Other times
the specifics are buried under a thick layer of marketese and bland
slogans. Since users don’t have time to read everything, such hidden
info might almost as well not be there.

The worst example of not answering users’ questions is to avoid
listing the price of products and services. No B2C ecommerce site
would make this mistake, but it’s rife in B2B, where most ‘enterprise
solutions’ are presented so that you can’t tell whether they are suited
for 100 people or 100,000 people. Price is the most specific piece of
info customers use to understand the nature of an offering, and not
providing it makes people feel lost and reduces their understanding
of'a productline. We have miles of videotape of users asking “‘Where’s
the price?’ while tearing their hair out.

Even B2C sites often make the associated mistake of forgetting
prices in product lists, such as category pages or search results.
Knowing the price is key in both situations; it lets users differentiate
among products and click through to the most relevant ones.

Updated 2007. Reproduced with permission.
Jakob Nielsen is one of the world’s leading authorities on web usability and

user interface design. You'll find more details and a host of web usability
resources on his website www.useit.com.

Website design summary

Establish clear business goals for your website right from the stari: Remember
the analogy in the strategy chapter: if you don’t know where you’re
heading, you haven’t a hope of getting there. What does your
business want to achieve with this website? What is it for? We know
your website’s primary focus is taking the traffic you gain through
digital marketing and turning it into something of tangible value to
your organization. But what does that mean? Is it about building your
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brand, direct online selling, harvesting sales leads, building an online
customer-centric community — what?

Know your target audience: No surprises here. Like everything else in
marketing, knowing what makes your target market tick will help you
to design a website that will engage them. What are your potential
customers looking for online? How do they look for it and what are
the best ways to make sure your website delivers?

Know your competition: What your competitors are doing online can
provide real insight into what you should be doing. Don’t copy
them, but do emulate what they do well, enhance it and look for
opportunities where you can differentiate your online offering.

Use a professional web designer: Unless you're an accomplished web
developer in your own right, or have a team of in-house web pro-
fessionals at your disposal, it always pays to bring in a professional to
design and implement your site. Anyone can build a website — but you
want a good website, right?

Professional look and feel: Your website needs to look professional and it
needs to be functional. It doesn’t have to look ‘pretty’ per se, as long
as it doesn’t look amateur and it gets the job done efficiently and
effectively. On the web, function always outranks form, but if you can
achieve both so much the better.

Follow standards: Make sure your site is designed to comply with
accepted web standards and, where relevant, accessibility standards.
Your web designer should be familiar with these standards and should
know how to implement them.

Keep it simple: Relevant, efficient websites deliver what users want
with a minimum of fuss and bother. The most successful websites are
often those that do the simplest thing that works effectively to get the
desired task done. Of course, achieving simplicity isn’t easy, but it’s
almost always worth the additional effort.

Design to be found: Make sure your site is search engine friendly as
well as user friendly. Conversion is a function of usability, but getting
traffic to convert in the first place is heavily dependent on your search
engine rankings. Avoid search engine spider traps (see Chapter 4).
Content written for the web: Use clear, concise, scannable, original and
compelling content written specifically for your website and your
target audience.

Test everything: Nothing will erode your online credibility or your
search engine ranking like a website that doesn’t work. Before putting
your site ‘live’, test it exhaustively to make sure everything works
as it should and that it achieves your original goals. If possible test
on different platforms (operating systems, browsers, etc) to ensure
consistency.
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Hold the initial marketing blitz: Hold off on marketing your new site
when it first goes live. Give yourself a few weeks to iron out any kinks
— then officially launch it and promote the living daylights out of it!

That’s it: your new site is ready, it’s live online, it’s there for all the world
to see and it looks great. Now all you need is traffic, and in the chapters
that follow we’ll show you exactly how to get it!

Case study: IKEA
Brief

To inspire consumers using an interactive site focusing on Complete Kitchen
Living, thereby confirming a leadership position in global kitchen markets. Several
elements of the kitchen were to be presented: the essential kitchen (storage,
appliances, counters, etc), cooking (pots, pans, etc) and eating and dining (tables,
chairs, etc). The site needed to work in 23 different markets; therefore it was
necessary to comply with a large range of different cultural requirements in order
to communicate effectively with potential consumers.
Specific campaign requirements were:

to inspire with IKEA's great kitchen and dining rooms;

to convince about IKEA quality;

to demonstrate smart storage solutions;

to explain IKEA's easy buying process;

to provide opportunities to highlight current special offers;
to develop the site to work in 23 markets.

The campaign

The site was structured as a journey through kitchens and dining rooms in five
different parts of the world. Exteriors were featured, giving the interiors a more
geographic context. Intuitive navigation allowed the user to travel forwards and
backwards, to turn around and travel through the site in opposite directions.

Each scene is linked to the next by a ‘product universe’, a kaleidoscopic 3D
collage of IKEA products. These products are database driven and can easily
be updated for each market with current offers in specific market locations. The
site also features information about IKEA product quality, storage solutions and
kitchen services.

The core message of the site is ‘Dream kitchens for all — IKEA offers complete
high-quality kitchens at prices everyone can afford’, moving consumers along the
purchase decision process and driving traffic to IKEA.com. Banner ads were also
used to drive traffic to the ‘Dream kitchens’ site as well as IKEA.com.
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Results

The quality of this website speaks for itself, but it has also been recognized by
numerous prestigious awards such as a Webby award for its incredible navigation
structure.

Client comment
Mattias Jongard, Project Manager Advertising, IKEA:

‘Around the world’” was the third phase for our ‘Dream kitchen’ campaign.

When we started the whole campaign in phase 1 we moved away from
the traditional TV media as the hub in our communication and turned to the
web. It was a whole new way of presenting our products in a better and
more interactive way. We had a couple of criteria: the website must be easy
to navigate, enormously entertaining and inspirational, and at the same time
give as much insight and knowledge about kitchens as possible.

At IKEA we know how complicated the process can be for consumers to
remodel their kitchens. The buying process is both hard and takes a long
time. The first step in this process is to take the decision to actually start
thinking of remodelling the kitchen. That is a big step. Once you’ve mentally
done that we know that the web is the preferred choice of media to search
for inspiration and information.

That’s why these activity sites became a success. People who started
their buying process found our sites and were inspired. One other key factor
that made this a success was the technique that was used. We created a
whole new web navigation experience which was very user friendly.

Credits

Client: IKEA

Project Manager Advertising: Mattias Jongard
Agency: Forsman & Bodenfors

Account Director: Philip Mascher

Web Director: Mathias Appelbad

Images
http://demo.fb.se/e/ikea/dreamkitchen3/en_US/rooms_ideas/ckl/default.html
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Figure 3.2 |KEAs ‘Dream Kitchens’ campaign used an innovative navigation
structure for this micro-site (a website specifically constructed to support an
individual campaign) to whisk visitors on a journey through different IKEA kitchens
around the world

Notes

1. Information architecture is the arrangement or structure of the
information contained on a website. The way information is arranged
can have a big impact on a site’s usability and its perceived relevance
and authority both for users and for search engines.

2. Top-level domain (TLD) is the element of an internet domain
name that comes after the ‘dot’. For instance, in the domain name
digitalmarketingsuccess.com the top-level domain is com or COM
(internet domain names are not case sensitive).

3. ‘Search engine results pages’ (SERPs) is a term in search engine
marketing that refers to the results pages returned when a user
submits a query to a search engine.



The search for
success

If you make a product good enough, even though you live in the depths of
the forest the public will make a path to your door, says the philosopher. But
if you want the public in sufficient numbers, you would better construct a
highway.

(William Randolph Hearst)

Learning is the beginning of wealth. Learning is the beginning of health.
Learning is the beginning of spirituality. Searching and learning is where
the miracle process all begins.

(Jim Rohn)

We've only achieved 2% of what we can do. The world of search will get
much, much bigger.

(Marissa Mayer, Vice President, Search Products and
User Experience, Google Inc, September 2007)

Our chapter pledge to you
In this chapter you’ll discover answers to the following questions:

Why is search important?
What is a search engine, and how does it work?
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How big is search?

How do I optimize my website for the search engines?
What is paid search marketing?

What is Black Hat SEO and why should I avoid it?

Search: the online marketer’s holy grail

To an online marketer today there are few things in the digital world
more significant than internet search.

We saw in the last chapter how your company’s website is the hub
of your digital world. It’s more than just your shop window to a huge
and growing global market: a well-designed and implemented website
is a place where you can interact with your customers, a virtual meeting
place where you can do real business, with real people, in real time. The
commercial potential is, quite simply, unparalleled.

But if you’re going to realize even a fraction of that potential then
people need to be able to find your site. And, for the time being at least, the
way that more than 80 per cent of internet users find new websites is by
typing a query into one of the major search engines (Jupiter Research).

On the internet there’s really no such thing as passing trade. The
chances of a potential customer stumbling across your site while randomly
browsing the web are practically negligible. That means your visitors have
to learn about your site from somewhere else: by word of mouth, through
conventional advertising and branding channels, by following a link from
another website or, the current most likely scenario, by clicking on a link
in a search engine results page (SERP).

Just think about the way you use the internet. Where do you go when
you’re looking for information, products or services online? Do you
start typing random URLs into the address bar of your favourite browser
and hope for the best — or do you head over to the home page of your
favourite search engine and type in a query?

In fact, if you type something that’s not a URL into the address bar
of today’s most popular browsers, you’re automatically redirected to
your default search engine, using the text you entered as your search
string. While it’s true that for a few class-leading online brands (such as
Amazon.com for books, or eBay.com for online auctions) consumers are
likely to know the URL they’re looking for and access the site directly, for
practically everything else people use search engines.
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Search: still a new kid on the block

Can you even remember an internet before search — before Yahoo!, MSN,
Ask and AltaVista — before Google?

Today, of course, it feels as though search engines have been with us
for ever. But Google — the market leader in search by a country mile — was
only established in late 1998. In 10 short years the search company has
become a leading global brand to rival the biggest and the best out there.
On 8 October 2007, Google’s stock passed the US $600 threshold, putting
the value of the company at a staggering US$190 billion, a figure that
makes it more valuable than long-established global giants like FedEx,
McDonald’s, Coke, Intel, IBM and Wal-Mart. And it’s still climbing.

Google’s incredible growth, and the unprecedented rise of search in
general, is testament to the practically ubiquitous appeal of online search,
both to a constantly growing pool of internet users and as a marketing
vehicle for businesses large and small.

To the user, search engines offer a window to the web — a convenient
way for them to sift through the literally billions of pages out there to
find valuable, relevant information on what they’re interested in at any
given time. For marketers, search engines offer a unique opportunity to
get their products or services in front of online prospects at the exact
moment they’re looking for them. It is, perhaps, one of the ultimate
forms of targeted, pre-qualified marketing.

The fact that the internet search industry is still in its infancy, and
that it’s growing and evolving so quickly, makes the whole area of search
engine optimization (SEO) and paid search advertising an incredibly
exciting and challenging one. Because things are changing constantly,
you’re always shooting at a moving target and have to tweak your aim
accordingly. Search is a fluid and dynamic environment, and nobody
has all the right answers, because the nature of the questions keeps
changing.

That said, there are a number of widely accepted legitimate strategies
(and some less ethical ones that we’ll touch on later) that, if you
implement them diligently and consistently, will help your site rise to a
more prominent position in the SERPs. Equally there are plenty of SEO
myths out there that won’t help your search rankings but will waste your
valuable time. We’ll reveal some of the more common ones later in this
chapter.
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Looking forward

Both the increasingly widespread adoption of high-speed internet access
in the home and the ever-increasing capability and market penetration
of mobile digital devices are opening up a slew of new digital media
opportunities for marketers the world over. The rise of social networking
sites, and the word-of-mouth and viral marketing opportunities that they
offer (see Chapter 7), may in time dilute the prominence of SEO and
paid search advertising in the digital marketing mix. Likewise, as ever-
increasing numbers of web users develop a ‘feel’ for where they need to
go to find the things that they want online, and become comfortable with
their favourite online brands, they are likely to access more and more
sites directly and rely on search less and less.

While the significance of search may wane for a proportion of people
over time, given its current level of importance for both internet users
and digital marketers, the propensity of major search engines to innovate
and adapt, and the fact that new people are going online and discovering
the value of search engines every day, search looks certain to remain a
cornerstone of digital marketing for some time to come.

About the engines

Why is search engine optimization so important?

In 2007, US businesses spent nearly US$1.3 billion on optimizing their
web pages with the aim of improving their ranking in the ‘natural’ or
‘organic’ search results of major search engines (SEMPO Annual State of
Search survey, 2007). Why do they spend so much?

Simple: it’s because search engines give website owners a prime
opportunity to put their products, services or brands in front of a vast
and ever-growing market of prospective customers at the precise time those
customers are looking for them. That’s a pretty evocative marketing
proposition — especially when you consider the volumes involved.

During the month of August 2007, in North America alone, the three
leading search engines — Google, Yahoo! and Microsoft Live Search —
fielded a mind-boggling 6.7 billion search queries. That’s more than one
search for every living person on the planet!
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How do search engines work?@

Before you start optimizing your site for the search engines, it makes
sense to know how they work. Not the detailed, technical ‘nuts and bolts’
of it all — just a high-level understanding of what makes a search engine
tick. Knowing what the search engines are trying to achieve and how they
go about doing it is at the heart of good SEO.

The mission of search engines

It’s important to understand at this point that search engines are
interested, first and foremost, in delivering timely, relevant, high-quality
search results to their users. You could say it’s their prime objective —
their reason for being. The search engines are constantly researching,
developing, testing and refining ways to enhance the service that they
provide —looking to optimize the relevance and quality of the results they
serve back to the user on every single query.

The rationale is simple: the better the search experience for the user,
the better the reputation of the search engine and the more users it
will attract. The more users a search engine has, the more alluring it
is to advertisers, and ergo the more ad revenue it can pull in. Putting
users first makes search engines richer — and that makes search engine
shareholders happy. QED.

In that respect the internet is no different to traditional marketing
channels like commercial television, radio and print publications. It’s the
viewers, listeners and readers these channels look after first — because it’s
the audience that brings in the advertisers. Without an audience, they
have no advertisers, and without advertisers they have no business.

From a marketer’s perspective the search engines’ constant quest to
improve the search experience for users is something of a double-edged
sword. Yes, it means that the best search engines have a bigger pool of
potential prospects for your paid search advertising and your organic
SEO efforts. But equally, the fact that things keep changing makes the
process of optimization a continuous, uncertain and labour-intensive
process.

Scouring the web

To deliver accurate, relevant, high-quality search results to their users
search engines need to gather detailed information about the billions of
web pages out there. They do this using automated programmes called
‘bots’ (short for ‘robots’) — also known as ‘spiders’ — which they send
out to ‘crawl’ the web. Spiders follow hyperlinks and gather information
about the pages that they find.
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Once a page has been crawled by a spider, the search engine stores
details about that page’s contents and the links both into and out of it in
a massive database called an index. This index is highly optimized so that
results for any of the hundreds of millions of search requests received
every day can be retrieved from it almost instantly.

It’s a mammoth task. While nobody knows the real number of unique
web pages out there (some estimates put it at more than 30 billion and
climbing rapidly), and search engines typically don’t publicize the size of
their indexes, in August 2005 Yahoo! announced on its official blog that
its index had grown to 19.2 billion web documents, 1.6 billion images
and over 50 million audio and video files. Other leading search engines
have since followed suit — Microsoft’s Live Search reported a fourfold
increase in its index to an estimated 20 billion documents in September
2007, while estimates put Google’s index at around 24 billion documents
and counting as of October 2007. Just how accurate these figures are is
anybody’s guess — but it is safe to assume that we’re dealing with some
very big numbers here.

The list of results, which can contain many millions of pages, is then
run through the engine’s ranking algorithms: special programs that
use a variety of closely guarded proprietary formulas to ‘score’ a site’s
relevance to the user’s original query. The output is then sorted in order
of relevance and presented to the user in the SERPs.

Search engines process a huge volume of searches, scanning billions
of items and delivering pages of relevant, ranked results in a fraction
of a second. To the user the process seems quick, straightforward and
seamless, but there’s a lot going on behind the scenes. Google, Yahoo!,
Microsoft Live and other search engines are running some of the most
complex and demanding computer applications in the world.

Optimizing your site for the engines

To many, SEO appears to be something of an arcane art. It’s a world that’s
shrouded in high-tech mystery, a complicated world full of secrets that
mere mortals haven’t a hope of understanding. But according to leading
UK-based SEO expert Jason Duke, of Strange Logic, there are no real
secrets in SEO. ‘The web is a very open place’, he says. ‘If a site is riding
high in the search engine listings, then you can, with enough persistence,
get to see why it ranks so well. Replicate it, and you can join them - it
really is as simple as that.’

Matt McGee, an SEO expert who specializes in advising small businesses
(www.smallbusinesssem.com), concurs with Jason’s sentiments. In
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an interview on the ‘Your SEO Plan’ (www.yourseoplan.com) blog in
December 2006, Matt says:

SEO is not rocket science. It’s simple, but it’s not easy. There’s a difference!
There’s a small set of basic rules that apply to any web page or web site,
whether you’re a small business or not. Your site has to be crawlable, your
content has to be good — and I'd include things like page titles, keyword
use, etc., under the umbrella of ‘content’ — and you need quality, relevant
inbound links. That applies to everyone.

One of the best places to start for tips on improving your site’s ranking

with the search engines is with the search engines’ own guidelines, tips
and resources for website owners (see Table 4.1).

Table 4.1 Links to webmaster resources for major search engines

Search Resource URL for Webmasters

Engine

Google Webmaster http://www.google.com/webmasters
Central

Yahoo! Help for web http://help.yahoo.com/1/us/yahoo/
publishers search/webpublishers

Microsoft Search help for http://help.live.com/help.aspx’mkt=en-

Live webmasters us&project=wl_webmasters

Make your site easy to crawl

If you’re looking to attract search engine traffic, the last thing you want to
do is make it difficult for search engines to index your website. Make sure
your site design doesn’t present unnecessary obstacles to search engine
spiders.

Spiders are interested in text, text and more text. They don’t see the
graphics, clever animations and other flashy bells and whistles that web
designers routinely use to make sites look pretty. In fact overreliance on
some of these things can even stop some spiders in their tracks, preventing
them from indexing your pages at all.

While some of this ‘window dressing’ is obviously important to make
your site appeal to real people when they arrive, to get enough of them
to your site in the first place it’s vital that your design doesn’t unwittingly
alienate search engine spiders. Make sure your site works for both, and
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Table 4.2 Spider traps: web design features that hurt your search engine

visibility

Website Feature

Why It’s Bad for Your SEO

All-flash website

JavaScript
navigation

Frames

Image map and
other non-text
navigation

Dynamically
generated pages

Difficult for spiders to crawl — many simply refuse to
index all-flash sites.

Unless you implement a workaround for the
spiders, they may have trouble following script-
based navigation to other pages on your site. Make
sure you have a normal, text-only link to every page
on your site.

Frames are notoriously difficult to implement
effectively from a user-experience perspective, are
really necessary in very few instances, and often
cause indexing problems for search engine spiders.
Some spiders may have problems following these
links. If you use image maps for navigation on your
pages, make sure you have alternative text-based
hyperlinks leading to the same pages.

These are less of a problem than they used to be,
but some spiders can have trouble with dynamically

generated URLs that contain too many parameters
(PW=XYZ). Try to configure your site to use ‘search
engine-friendly’ URLSs, or at least restrict URL
parameters to a maximum of three.
AJAX-generated  See note for all-flash sites above.

text

that each page includes relevant text-based content; avoid flash-only sites
and frames, which are difficult for spiders to crawl effectively; and make
sure that every page on your site can be reached via a simple text-based
hyperlink.

Words are the key to unlocking the power of search

The key to effective SEO is knowing what people looking for your
products, services or information are typing into that little box on the
search engine home page. Known as keywords or keyword phrases (which
consist of two, three or more keywords), these form the foundation of
your SEO efforts.
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Find the optimum keywords, follow a few basic SEO guidelines, and
when the spiders re-index your site you’ll start to see it rise up the organic
search rankings for those keywords and, with a bit of luck, you’ll notice
a corresponding increase in the level of targeted traffic arriving at your
site. Choose the wrong keywords, however, and the best SEO in the world
won’t deliver the results you’re looking for.

Choosing effective keywords

So how do you go about choosing the right keywords for site optimization?
Well, a good place to start is with the people you're hoping to attract.
Knowing your target audience is a critical component of any marketing
campaign — and it’s the same here. Put yourself in your prospect’s shoes,
sitting in front of your favourite search engine looking for information
on the product or service you're selling. What would you type into the
box?

These are your ‘seed’ keywords. They give you a starting point to work
from. Take these keywords and play around with them. Imagine the
various combinations of search terms your prospects might use to find
your site. Type these into the engines and look at the results. Examine
the sites that are ranking highly for your chosen keywords. Analyse them
and try to work out how they’re achieving those rankings.

You can also use a wide range of automated keyword suggestion
tools, like the free tools provided by Google AdWords (http://tinyurl.
com/qkfuh) and on the SEO Book website (http://tinyurl.com/
22wbpa), or Wordtracker (www.wordtracker.com) and Trellian’s (www.
keyworddiscovery.com) keyword tools, both of which offer a free basic
service with paid upgrades for a more comprehensive version. These
tools typically provide insight into the search traffic volumes for the most
popular phrases relating to keyword phrases you provide.

There are a lot of different keyword research tools and services
available. Perhaps the best way to research your options is to use your
preferred search engine to look for things like ‘keyword research tool’ or
‘keyword suggestion’.

Analyse the competition

Other tools on the web can provide you with insight into how your leading
competitors are doing in terms of search engine traffic for particular
keywords. Services on sites like SEO ToolSet (www.seotoolset.com)
and Compete (www.compete.com) can provide information on which
keywords are driving traffic to your competitors’ websites from the major
search engines, and which of your competitors’ sites are ranking for
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which keyword phrases — all of which can inform the choice of keywords
you want to optimize for.

While automated tools are a good guide, don’t underestimate the
value of people as a source of inspiration for keyword selection. ‘Use the
automated tools to assist,” advises Jason Duke, ‘but please remember that,
although automated tools are brilliant, nothing is better at understanding
the minds of people than people themselves.’

That’s good advice. What you believe people will search for and what
they actually type into the search box are often two very different things.
Get a group of people together — if possible representative of your target
market — and start brainstorming keywords. The results will probably
surprise you.

| have my initial keyword list; now what?

Afteranalysingyour keywordsand phrasesand examining the competition,
you’ve probably got a list of target keywords as long as your arm. What do
you do with them all?

The first thing you’ll want to do is narrow your initial list down to a
more manageable size. What constitutes a manageable size will depend
on your situation — on how much time, money and resources you have
available for your SEO effort. Remember, there’s nothing wrong with
starting small: optimize a few pages for what you believe are your main
keywords, and monitor the results on ranking, traffic and conversion for
those pages. That will give you a solid foundation from which to build
your optimization efforts and your SEO expertise.

To whittle your list down to size, start by eliminating all of the words or
phrases that are much too general. Broad single-word terms like ‘shoes’,
‘mortgages’, ‘bottles’ or ‘computers’ tend to be both very difficult to rank
for (because they’re high-traffic terms that can apply equally to a huge
number of sites across the net) and also far too generic to drive valuable
targeted traffic to your site.

Suppose you’re an independent mortgage consultant based in
Killarney, County Kerry, Ireland. If you choose to optimize a page based
on the keyword ‘mortgages’ you’ll find yourself competing with a raft
of mortgage providers, mortgage advisers, mortgage brokers, mortgage
consultants, mortgage industry news sites, etc from all over the world.
Even if (and it’s a big if) your page does make it to those coveted elevated
positions in the SERPs for that keyword, the chances that people searching
for the term ‘mortgages’ will be looking for an independent consultant
in Co Kerry are slim at best. Phrases like ‘mortgages in Killarney’ or
‘mortgage consultant Kerry’, on the other hand, are potentially much
less competitive, and generate much lower search volumes, but are much
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more valuable to your business, because the people who search on those
terms are far more likely to be interested in the products and services you
offer.

In other words, the more general a keyword, the less likely it is that
your site will contain what the searcher is trying to find. Effective SEO
isn’t just about generating traffic volume; it’s about finding that elusive
balance between keyword search volume and keyword specificity that
drives the maximum volume of targeted traffic to your site.

“Your target keywords should always be at least two or more words
long’, explained search guru Danny Sullivan, in a 2007 article for Search
Engine Watch (www.searchenginewatch.com). ‘Usually, too many sites
will be relevant for a single word, such as “stamps”. This “competition”
means your odds of success are lower. Don’t waste your time fighting the
odds. Pick phrases of two or more words, and you’ll have a better shot at
success.’

Single-keyword searches used to be the norm — but not any more.
Search users are using more sophisticated search queries to narrow down
the results they get back. These days two, three or even more words are
becoming increasingly common. Exploiting that trend in your choice of
optimization keywords can yield real dividends.

Long-tail versus short-tail keywords

Keywords in SEO fall into two broad categories. Short-tail keywords
are simple one- or two-word phrases that are typically very general in
nature and attract a large volume of individual search requests. Long-tail
keywords, on the other hand, are more complex queries that contain more
words and are much more specific in nature. Individually they attract a
much lower volume of search traffic than their short-tail counterparts,
but cumulatively these long-tail-type queries account for the lion’s share
of internet search traffic.

Martin Murray, CEO of specialist search marketing company Interactive
Return (www.interactivereturn.com), sums it up like this:

In any keyword domain there are a small number of highly trafficked
keywords or phrases and a large number of low-trafficked keywords or
phrases. Often, the keyword domain approximates to the right half of a
normal curve with the tail of the curve extending to infinity. Low-trafficked
keywords are therefore also known as ‘long-tail keywords’.

The highly trafficked [short-tail] keywords have the following character-
istics: highly competitive, consist of one or two words, have a high cost per
click and may have low conversion rates as they tend to be quite general.
Examples from the accommodation sector might include ‘hotel’, ‘London
hotel’ or ‘cheap hotel’.
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Low-trafficked [long-tail] keywords are not so competitive, often consist
of four, five or more words, have a lower cost per click and can have a higher
conversion rate as they are quite specific indicating that the searcher is
further along the online purchasing cycle. Examples might include ‘cheap
city centre hotel Dublin’, ‘stags weekend hotel Temple Bar Dublin’ or
‘business hotel with gym and spa Wexford’.

Effective search marketing campaigns tend to put a lot of effort into
discovering effective long-tail terms, particularly for use in sponsored
listings (PPC) campaigns.

Typically it makes sense to take a balanced approach and work with
a mixture of general short-tail keywords and more specific long-tail
keywords as part of your organic SEO effort, while focusing on highly
specific long-tail search terms is likely to yield a higher return on your
investment for pay-per-click (PPC) campaigns (see page 90).

Focus on one page at a time

The list of keywords you’re left with is very important. It essentially
provides you with an SEO ‘template’ for your website.

One of the key things to remember when you’re approaching SEO
is that you’ll be optimizing your site one page at a time. While you’ll
look at some site-wide factors as part of your SEO effort, SEO isn’t a
straightforward ‘one-size-fits-all’ operation, and each of the existing pages
on your site will need to be optimized independently. It’s also highly likely
you’ll want to create new pages to maximize your potential search engine
exposure for as many of your chosen keyword phrases as possible.

Think about it: when a search engine presents results to a user, it’s not
presenting whole sites; it’s presenting the individual pages that, according
to its algorithms, best match a user’s query. That means each individual
page on your website gives you an explicit opportunity to optimize for
specific keywords or phrases — and that’s important.

‘Each page in your website will have different target keywords that
reflect the page’s content’, says Danny Sullivan. ‘For example, say you
have a page about the history of stamps. Then “stamp history” might be
your keywords for that page.’

Jason Duke of Strange Logic also emphasizes the importance of
optimizing individual pages for specific keywords: ‘These [keywords]
become the structure for your site, with a page for every topic. Laying
these foundations and allowing them to grow according to what you,
your team and your visitors think is the key to successful opportunities to
rank.’
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Your goal, then, is to isolate the important keywords and phrases in
your particular market and then to ensure your site includes individual
pages with unique, relevant content optimized for a small number of
(ideally one or two, and no more than three) keyword phrases. The more
individual pages you have, the more opportunities you have to get your
business in front of your prospects in the SERPs — and at the end of the
day that’s what SEO is all about.

Choose your page <title>s carefully

There’s a small but very important HTML tag that lives in the header
section of the code on each of your web pages. It’s called the ‘title’ tag,
and the text it contains is what appears in the title bar at the top of your
browser window when you visit a web page. It’s also, crucially, the text that
appears as the ‘clickable’ blue link for a page when it’s presented to users
in the SERPs.

That means that what you putin the title tag is incredibly important for
the following reasons. First, the title tag is one of the most important on-
page factors used by the search engines to rank your page. At this stage
most, if not all, SEO experts agree that appropriate use of the title tagis a
key factor in ranking well in the SERPs, and advise weaving your primary
keyword(s) for a page into the title tag whenever possible. Just remember
not to sacrifice readability for your human audience. Second, the title is
the first glimpse of your content a search user will see. Giving your pages
concise, compelling and informative titles will entice more users to click
through to your page when it appears in search results.

Give each page a unique meta-description

Another HTML tag that used to be very important for SEO, but is now
pretty much obsolete, is the meta-tag. Meta-tags contain information that
is accessible to browsers, search engine spiders and other programs, but
that doesn’t appear on the rendered (visible) page for the user. Meta-
data were once used extensively by search engines to gauge what a page
was about — especially the ones obsessed over meta-keywords tags.

These days, however, the tag that was once the staple of SEO has
become more or less redundant in terms of influencing a page’s ranking
in the major search engines. Engines rely principally on their increasingly
comprehensive ability to analyse the actual content of the page — the
words the user sees — and on incoming and outgoing links to help them
determine a page’s relevance to the submitted search query.
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There is, however, one HTML meta-tag that is still worth including
as part of your SEO, and that’s the meta-description tag. As with most
things in search, the opinion of leading experts in the SEO community
is divided as to just how valuable the meta-description tag is in terms
of search engine optimization. While it is widely acknowledged that the
tag does little, if anything, to improve your page ranking, it can help to
boost your click-through rate (CTR) when your page does appear in the
SERPs.

Depending on the query and the page content, leading search engines
will sometimes use the contents of your meta-description tag as the
descriptive ‘snippet’ of text that appears below your page title in the
SERPs. A well-written description for each page can, in theory at least,
entice more users to click through to your page when it’s returned in
search results.

Use of the meta-description text by search engines is inconsistent. The
rules applied vary from engine to engine and even between different types
of query on the same engine. However, having compelling, informative
meta-description tags is something that search engines encourage,
certainly won’t hurt your rankings, is beneficial to users and may well
boost traffic to your site.

Content — the most important thing on your site

Content is the single most important thing on your website, period.
Unique, relevant, informative content is what sets your site apart from
the competition. It’s the reason users want to visit you, why other sites will
want to link to you and, of course, why search engines will want to suggest
your site to their users in search results.

The term ‘content’, if you take it literally, encompasses everything on
your website. It includes all the visual elements on the site — the flashy
graphics, animations, videos, banners, etc — that the search engine spiders
can’t see, and of course all of the text, which they can. In the context of
SEO, though, when we talk about content we’re really talking about the
text on each of your web pages.

When writing content for your site the key thing to remember is that
you’re writing it, first and foremost, for a human audience, not for search
engine spiders. Yes, your pages need to be ‘search engine friendly’, but
the spiders should always be a secondary consideration: put your human
audience first.

Frankly, if your copy doesn’t engage real, live people when they arrive
— address their needs right from the start — then investing time and
resources to attract more search engine traffic is pointless. If your content
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doesn’t deliver, visitors will leave as soon as they arrive. Remember, on the
web you don’t have a captive audience. Users are in control — one click
and they’re gone.

Your copy needs to be relevant, it has to be interesting, and above all
it has to provide the answers the user is looking for. It needs to do all of
this quickly, in a concise, easily scannable way (see the section ‘Writing
effective web content’ in Chapter 3 for more on creating good web

copy).

Content and the search engines

Search engines have evolved rapidly and are now in what’s considered to
be their third generation. Each generation has become much ‘smarter’
than the last at interpreting the actual visible content on a page and
judging its relevance to the user. Today’s generation of search engines,
unlike their predecessors, don’t rely on meta-data to judge the content
of a page; they analyse and interpret the actual content presented to the
user. And they’re getting better at doing it all the time.

Ultimately all of the mysterious ‘voodoo’ behind search engine ranking
algorithms is about analysing and prioritizing your content. There are
all sorts of criteria that contribute to the process — some known, many
guessed at and no doubt some that we’ll never know. At the end of the
day, though, they all combine to measure just two things: the relevance
and authority of your page content in the context of what the user typed
into the search box.

Search engine optimization for sustainable high ranking, therefore, hinges on
the production of great original content that appeals to real, live people.

Keywords in content

The subject of keywords in content is something that generates a lot of
debate in SEO circles: where to place them, when and how often they
need to appear on the page and lots more besides. As with most things
SEO, opinions tend to vary significantly on the subject.

Our advice: don’t worry too much about it. If you’re writing copy about
a specific set of keyword phrases, there’s a high probability you’ll use
those keyword phrases and related phrases organically in your writing
and will achieve a natural balance. That’s exactly what search engines are
looking for. Focus on writing compelling copy that addresses the needs
of your target audience while keeping your target keywords for that page
in mind, and the search engines will do the rest.

‘Just make sure that your chosen keyword or phrase is contained in the
title tag and URL, and then simply make sure your content’s on topic’,
advises Jason Duke.
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Don’t worry about any other ‘on page’ SEO such as keyword density, meta-
tags, this trick or that trick, as it’s all so 1999! Search engines are now more
than intelligent enough to understand the semantic relationships between
words and phrases, so trying to assist them with certain keyword densities
is a fruitless effort. Leave them to their algorithms, and simply enjoy the
rewards that their efforts can deliver to you and your website.

Jill Whalen, CEO and founder of search marketing firm High Rankings,
and aregular columnist with the website Search Engine Land, emphasizes
that there are no hard-and-fast rules to follow. ‘Understand that there is
no magical number of words per page or number of times to use your
phrases in your copy’, she says. ‘The important thing is to use your
keyword phrases only when and where it makes sense to do so for the
real people reading your pages. Simply sticking keyword phrases at the
top of the page for no apparent reason isn’t going to cut it, and it just
looks silly.’

Links — second only to content

The critical importance of links in securing a high page ranking is one of
the few things that has universal consensus in the world of SEO. Popular
opinion maintains that nothing, but nothing, is more important than
high-quality inbound links from ‘authority’ websites in achieving high
rankings in the search engine results.

But wait a minute — if nothing is more important than links, why did
we just say in the heading that links are second only to content? Simple:
because creating outstanding contentis the most effective way of attracting
high-quality inbound links from authoritative online sources. And there’s
no doubt that those are the links that have the biggest impact on your
search engine rankings.

Why are links so important@

Search engines need to determine two things when they attempt to fulfil
a user’s search request — they need to decide which pages in their index
are relevant to the user’s query, and then they need to rank those pages
in terms of quality and importance. And therein lies one of their biggest
challenges, because a search engine algorithm can’t read the content
and assess its quality the way a human can — at least, not yet.

Instead the engines have to rely on other criteria, and one of the main
things that indicates a page’s perceived importance to a search engine’s
ranking algorithm is the quantity and quality of references — or links — to
that page from other web pages.
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Each link to a page is, if you like, a vote of confidence for that page.
The more links that point to an individual page (and globally to the site
as a whole), the higher the collective vote of confidence for that page
(and/or site) becomes, and the more important the page is deemed to
be by the search engines.

But of course it’s not quite that simple. Votes from different pages
carry more or less weight depending on the perceived importance or
quality of the source page, the type of link, the anchor text used in the
link and a host of other factors that are taken into account by the search
engine ranking algorithms. When you consider the tangled skein of
interconnecting links that make up the world wide web, you begin to
appreciate the complexity inherent in assessing the relative importance
or quality of all of those pages in relation to one another.

Fundamentally, though, what it boils down to is that incoming links
in general are a good thing and play a critical role in determining your
search engine rankings. The more links you have pointing to your site,
the higher your perceived authority — but there’s a caveat. For ‘votes’
to be counted, the incoming links have to pass certain search engine
filtering criteria. Those that fall outside the engines’ criteria (generally
any link that is designed to hoodwink search engines into assigning
higher rankings rather than to guide site users to a relevant page — check
the search engine guidelines for more information) either are ignored
(ie their votes aren’t counted) or, more seriously, can have a negative
impact on your ranking.

While all incoming links that satisfy the search engines’ criteria will
influence your ranking in a positive way, it makes sense to try to maximize
the value of your incoming links by focusing your link-building efforts
on quality links over quantity. Attracting high-quality, natural links from
authority sites with subject matter that’s aligned with the content on your
site is the real key to high rankings. That’s not easy, but the way to get
those kinds of links is, of course, producing outstanding content that
high-authority sites will want to point their users towards.

Links from authority sites are probably the single most significant factor
in boosting your site’s overall rankings in the SERPs. A single link from,
say, the CNN.com or BBC.co.uk home page could be worth more to your
site in terms of ranking and exposure than countless links from smaller,
relatively unknown sites. Authority sites, by their very nature, also tend
to be high-traffic sites, and you’ll inevitably garner some direct traffic as
people click through to your site via the link.

The flip side of this, of course, is that links from authority sites are
notoriously difficult to secure, while links from smaller, less-well-known
sites generally take less effort. It’s a case of swings and roundabouts, but
in practice your aim should be to get as many inbound links as possible
from sites with as high a perceived authority level as possible.
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The role of internal and external links

Internal links and external links are both important for boosting the
ranking of individual pages within your site. First let’s define exactly what
we mean by internal and external links. External links are links that reside
on pages that do not belong to your domain — in other words, links from
other websites. Internal links are the links that reside on pages that belong
to your domain or subdomains — in other words, links between pages
on the same website, or pages that reside in subdomains of the primary
domain.

All of these links are important. Links from reputable external sources
boost your site’s perceived authority with the search engines, which in
turn helps your more popular pages to rank higher in the SERPs. Internal
links give you a way of distributing the ‘authority’ accrued by your more
popular pages (like your home page, for example) to other important
pages that you want to rank for.

Getting good links

There are a huge number of ways that you can encourage people to link
to your site. But building quality natural links isn’t easy, and it takes time.
It depends on creating high-quality content and building a reputation for
excellence (or notoriety — which can work well for links, but might not
project the right image to your customers) in your chosen field, which in
turn encourages other website owners to link to you.

There are, of course, some quicker, easier ways to secure incoming
links, but such links tend either to be of poor quality (hence of little SEO
value) or to violate search engine guidelines. Search engines take a dim
view of anybody trying to artificially manipulate search results. Remember,
they’re trying to deliver the most relevant, highest-quality results to their
users and see any attempt to leapfrog a less relevant or lower-quality site
up the rankings as ‘search engine spam’.

Harvesting links purely for the purpose of boosting your site’s rankings
in the search engines is frowned upon and, while it may work in the short
term, it’s a risky strategy at best that will ultimately harm your rankings
and may even result in your entire site being blacklisted and removed
from the search engines’ indexes altogether. If you’re trying to build a
sustainable, long-term online business it simply isn’t worth the risk.

For sustainable, long-term rankings, focus instead on building high-
quality links through ethical means, concentrate on your content, and
build your site with your end user in mind. Exploiting search engine
loopholes and ‘clever’ tricks to artificially boost your rankings isn’t really
search engine optimization; it’s search engine manipulation, and it will
ultimately backfire. It may take a lot longer to achieve the rank you’re
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looking for working within search engine guidelines, but in the end it’s
generally worth it.

Link-building tips

Generate truly valuable content that other sites will want to link to: These
one-way unsolicited links are by far the most valuable kind. Search
engines love them and see them as a genuine endorsement of one
site by another. As your site becomes more visible, the content
will organically attract more links, which in turn will improve your
visibility, attracting even more links. When it works, this process is
self-perpetuating, leaving you free to concentrate on quality content,
while the links look after themselves.

Let people know your site is out there: People can only link to your site if
they know it’s there. Promote your site at every opportunity, especially
in places where you know there are other website owners. Use the
medium to your advantage. Online communities, forums, social
networking sites and e-mail lists all offer great opportunities to get
your site URL out in front of people who can link to it. Blogs are
another source of potential links — some blogs are incredibly popular,
and bloggers are noted for their affinity to linking. Try submitting
a few poignant comments to high-ranking blogs in your sector (do
this responsibly; aim to add real value to the discussion rather than
simply promoting your site — see Chapter 7 for more on using blogs
to promote your site).

Create your own blog: A blog can be an incredibly powerful promotional
and link-building tool, if used wisely. If you have strong opinions,
or a high level of knowledge in your industry, and you’re happy to
write regular posts, setting up a blog is easy and can be a great way to
increase both visibility and incoming links.

Network, network, network: Use your network of contacts both online
and offline to promote your site and encourage people to link to it,
and pass it on to their own network of contacts in turn. If people look
at your site and like what they see they may well link to it.

Ask the people who link to your competitors to link to you: Use Yahoo!’s
Site Explorer to find out who’s linking to your main competition for
your selected search keywords. Approach those sites and ask them if
they’d be willing to link to your site too. After all, if they link to your
competitors, why wouldn’t they?

Encourage links within content and with descriptive anchor text: Links
within content are preferable to links on a page that just lists links.
Surrounding content helps to put a link in context, both for the user
and for the search engines. You should also encourage descriptive
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anchor text that if possible and appropriate includes one or two of
your chosen keywords.

Submit your site to high-quality directories: Getting your site listed in high-
quality, well-respected online directories like the Open Directory
Project (www.dmoz.com, which is free) and Yahoo! Directory (dir.
yahoo.com, which charges an annual fee for commercial listings) can
be a great way to get your link building started. These links will help
both search engine spiders and that all-important human traffic to
find your site. As leading directories are considered ‘authority’ sites
by the major search engines, links from these sites will also help boost
your ranking.

Use link bait: Link bait is anything that will entice incoming natural
links from other websites or users. Link bait can be an interesting or
controversial article, a downloadable document or report, a plug-in
that improves the functionality of a piece of software or — the ‘hot’
link bait of the moment — widgets or gadgets (small applications that
sit on the sidebars of either another website or your PC desktop) — or
anything else that attracts incoming links. Be creative! Just stay within
the search engines’ published guidelines.

Offer to swap links with a select few relevant, high-quality sites: These are
called reciprocal links. Although they are less useful in terms of
SEO value than they used to be, they can still be used effectively
in moderation. While the power of reciprocal links to boost your
rankings has been diluted, they do help to establish relevance and
authority in your subject area — just be sure that you link to relevant,
high-quality sites, and only swap links with a few of them. As a rule
of thumb, you should neverlink to a site that you wouldn’t genuinely
recommend to your site visitors just for the sake of a reciprocal link.

Submitting your site URL and sitemap

Submitting your site URL, strictly speaking, isn’t necessary any more.
If you’ve followed the advice above and have managed to secure some
inbound links, it won’t be long before the spiders find you. That said,
all of the major search engines offer a free submission process, and
submitting your site won’t hurt. If you want to kick-start the indexing
process, by all means go ahead and manually submit your home page and
one or two other important pages.

The other thing you can do that will help search engines to crawl all
relevant pages on your website is to submit an XML sitemap that adheres
to the sitemap protocol outlined on www.sitemaps.org, which defines a
sitemap as follows:
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Sitemaps are an easy way for webmasters to inform search engines about
pages on their sites that are available for crawling. In its simplest form,
a Sitemap is an XML file that lists URLs for a site along with additional
metadata about each URL (when it was last updated, how often it usually
changes, and how important it is, relative to other URL:s in the site) so that
search engines can more intelligently crawl the site.

Web crawlers usually discover pages from links within the site and from
other sites. Sitemaps supplement this data to allow crawlers that support
Sitemaps to pick up all URLs in the Sitemap and learn about those URLSs
using the associated metadata. Using the Sitemap protocol does not
guarantee that web pages are included in search engines, but provides
hints for web crawlers to do a better job of crawling your site.

The sitemap protocol was originally introduced by Google in June 2005
to allow web developers to publish lists of URLs for search engines to
crawl. Google, MSN and Yahoo! announced joint support for the new
protocol in November 2006.

Submitting a sitemap won’t do anything to up your pages’ rankings,
but it will provide additional information that can help search engines
to crawl your site more effectively. It’'s one more thing you can do to
improve the odds, so ask your webmaster, web developer or SEO to
include a sitemap for your site and either to manually submit it to the
major search engines or to add an entry in your robots.txt file (a file that
sits in the root directory of your web server that contains instructions for
automated crawlers) that lets them pick it up automatically.

And start all over again. ..

Now you have your site optimized, it’s time to sit back and start reaping
the rewards, right? Unfortunately not! The ever-changing nature of the
search environment means that there’s no magic bullet in SEO. It’s not
a one-size-fits-all discipline, and it never ends. You have to work hard to
find the right blend of targeted keywords for your particular business,
operating within your particular market at the current point in time.
You have to optimize your pages based on those keywords, and deliver
compelling, high-impact content. You have to attract incoming links.
Then you have to measure, monitor and refine continuously, tweaking
and tuning your optimization efforts based on changing conditions in
the marketplace, the search engines and your customers. Take your foot
off the gas and that high ranking you’ve worked so hard to achieve will
gradually (and sometimes not so gradually) start to slip away.
Optimization is a dynamic and iterative process — and if you want
sustained results it needs to be ongoing. In this section we’ve barely
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scratched the surface of the wonderfully dynamic, often frustrating but
potentially incredibly rewarding world of search engine optimization.

To learn more, check out some of the links under SEO in the resources
section on www.understandingdigitalmarketing.com - or, of course, you
could just ‘Google’ it!

Top 10 organic SEO myths
Jill Whalen

SEO myths get crazier every year. Some are based partially in reality,
and others have spread because it’s often difficult to prove what
particular SEO action caused a resulting search engine reaction.

For example, you might make a change to something on a page
of your site and a few days later notice that your ranking in Google
for a particular keyword phrase has changed. You might naturally
assume that your page change is what caused the ranking change.
But that’s not necessarily so. There are numerous reasons why your
ranking may have changed, and in many cases they actually have
nothing to do with anything that you did.

Mixing up cause and effect is one of the most common things new
SEOs do. If it were affecting only their own work, it wouldn’t be so
bad, butunfortunately the clueless often spread their misinformation
to other unsuspecting newbies on forums and blogs, which in turn
creates new myths. It’s always interesting to see how people are so
willing to believe anything they have read or heard without ever
checking it out for themselves.

Here are 10 of the most common organic SEO myths:

Myth 1: You should submit your URLs to search engines. This
may have helped once upon a time, but it’s been at least five or
six years since that’s been necessary.

Myth 2:You need a Google sitemap. If your site was built correctly,
ie it’s crawler friendly, you certainly don’t need a Google sitemap.
It won’t hurt you to have one, and you may be interested in
Google’s other Webmaster Central tools, but having a Google
sitemap isn’t going to get you ranked better.

Myth 3: You need to update your site frequently. Frequent
updates to your pages may increase the search engine crawl
rate, but it won’t increase your rankings. If your site doesn’t
need to change, don’t change it just because you think the
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search engines will like it better. They won’t. In fact, some of the
highest-ranking sites in Google haven’t been touched in years.
Myth 4: PPC ads will help/hurt rankings. This one is funny to me
because about half the people who think that running Google
AdWords will affect their organic rankings believe that they will
bring them down; the other half believe they will bring them up.
That alone should tell you that neither is true!

Myth 5:Your site will be banned if you ignore Google’s guidelines.
There’s nothing in Google’s webmaster guidelines that isn’t
common sense. You can read them if you’d like, but it’s not
mandatory in order to be an SEO. Just don’t do anything strictly
for search engines that you wouldn’t do anyway, and you’ll be
fine. That said, the Google guidelines are much better than they
used to be and may even provide you with a few good titbits of
advice.

Myth 6: Your site will be banned if you buy links. This one does
have some roots in reality, as Google (specifically Matt Cutts)
likes to scare people about this. They rightly don’t want to count
paid links as votes for a page if they can figure out that they are
paid, but they often can’t. Even if they do figure it out, they
simply won’t count them. It would be foolish of them to ban
entire sites because they buy advertising on other sites.

Myth 7: H1 (or any header tags) must be used for high rankings.
There’s very little (if any) evidence to suggest that keywords
in H tags actually affect rankings, yet this myth continues to
proliferate. My own tests don’t seem to show them making a
difference, although it’s difficult to know for sure. Use H tags if
it works with your design or content management system, and
don’tif it doesn’t. It’s doubtful you’ll find it makes a difference
one way or the other.

Myth 8: Words in your meta-keyword tag have to be used on the
page. I used to spread this silly myth myself many years ago. The
truth is that the meta-keyword tag was actually designed to be
used for keywords that were not already on the page, not the
opposite! Since this tag is ignored by Google and used only for
uncommon words in Yahoo!, it makes little difference at this
point anyway.

Myth 9: SEO copy must be 250 words in length. This one is
interesting to me because I am actually the one who made up
the 250 number back in the late 1990s. However, I never said
that 250 was the exact number of words you should use, nor
did I say it was an optimal number. It’s simply a good amount
to be able to write a nice page of marketing copy that can be
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optimized for three- to five-keyword phrases. Shorter copy ranks
just as well, as does longer copy. Use as many or as few words as
you need to use to say what you need to say.

Myth 10:You need to optimize for the long tail. No, you don’t. By
their very nature, long-tail keyword phrases are uncompetitive,
meaning that not many pages are using those words and not that
many people are searching for them in the engines. Because of
this, ranking for long-tail keywords is easy — simply include them
somewhere in a blog post or an article and you’ll rank for them.
But that’s not optimization.

Before you go spreading these myths or any other SEO info that you
believe is true, test it many times on many sites. Even if it appears to
work, keep in mind that it may not always work or that there could
be other factors involved.

Jill Whalen, CEO and founder of High Rankings, a search marketing firm
outside Boston, MA, and co-founder of SEMNE, a New England search
marketing networking organization, has been performing SEO since 1995.
Jill is the host of the High Rankings Advisor search engine marketing
newsletter. Her ‘100% Organic’ column appears on Thursdays at Search
Engine Land.

Advertising on the search engines

Paid search marketing, paid placement, pay-per-click (PPC) advertising
or search engine marketing (SEM), as it’s also known, has in a very short
space of time transformed search from what was essentially seen as a ‘loss
leader’ activity into what’s probably the digital world’s biggest cash cow.
PPC advertising is the principal way in which the search engines generate
revenue — lots of revenue.

According to the Search Engine Marketing Professional Organization
(SEMPO), in 2007 the PPC industry in North America alone was worth a
staggering US $10.65 billion — or 87 per cent of the total spend on search
marketing for that year. The organization predicts that the total North
American search marketing spend will grow to a massive US $22.5 billion
by 2011.
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What is pay-per-click (PPC) search engine
advertising?

Paid search marketing refers to the paid-for advertising that usually
appears alongside, above and occasionally below the organic listings on
the SERPs. These are usually labelled with something like ‘sponsored
links’ or ‘sponsored results’ to make it clear to users that they are, in fact,
paid-for ads and not part of the search engine’s organic listing.

It’s no surprise that the three biggest players in the pay-per-click arena
are the top three search engines: Google with AdWords, Yahoo! with
Search Marketing and Microsoft Live with Search Advertising. There are
also a number of smaller PPC search programmes out there, which, for
the time being at least, could offer better opportunities to reach local,
industry-specific or specialized niche markets than the bigger players.
For the most part, however, the big three are where the action is in terms
of paid search marketing.

How does paid search advertising work?

When a user enters a search string into the search engine, the engine
returns a list of organic search results. It also shows ads relevant to
the search query adjacent to the organic listings. These ads tend to be
small, unobtrusive text-based ads (remember the search engine’s prime
objective: to serve the users topical, relevant results).

While high rankingin the organiclistingis the ideal thatmostwebmasters
are striving for (because it’s ‘free’, and because users see organic results as
impartial: they trust, and therefore click on, organic listings in preference
to paid ads), optimizing pages to rank in organic search results can be
difficult, and getting a consistently high and sustainable ranking takes a
substantial amount of effort and a lot of time.

Time without traffic, of course, is a missed opportunity, and that’s
where paid search advertising comes in. By agreeing to pay the search
engines a fee per click for your ads to show up as a sponsored result when
a user types in your chosen keywords, you can put your site in front of
your prospect in the SERPs almost immediately. When the user clicks on
one of your ads, you get a new visitor, the search engine bills you for the
click, and everybody’s happy, at least in theory.

PPC keywords are bid on by advertisers in an auction-style system:
generally the higher the bid per click, the higher the ad’s placement in
the SERPs. Some PPC systems also use a ‘quality’ quotient in their ad-
placement rankings, based on the popularity of the ad (its click-through
rate or CTR) and the perceived quality of the landing page it points to.
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Why use paid search marketing?

There are a lot of reasons to use PPC search marketing. Here are just a
few.

It generates traffic while you’re waiting for your SEO to kick in: it can
take months to get your site to the top half of the first page of organic
search results through SEO. PPC ads can get your site in front of your
audience almost immediately.

Highly targeted ads mean a better chance of conversion: you’re not
broadcasting your message to the masses as you would be with a display
ad or banner ad - your search marketing ad will only appear in front of
users who have pre-qualified themselves by typing your chosen keywords
into the search engine in the geographical regions you’ve selected.

It can be an incredibly effective way to advertise. You only pay for your
ad when a pre-qualified user clicks on it and is taken to your site. If users
don’t click, you don’t pay. Providing your keywords are highly targeted
and your landing pages convert well, it can generate a very healthy ROI.
Some of the specific benefits of PPC advertising are:

Full financial control: There’s no minimum spend, you can set
maximum monthly budgets on an account-wide basis or on individual
campaigns, and you specify the maximum amount per click you're
prepared to pay for each ad.

Full editorial control:You’re in complete control of every aspect of your
campaign — from the title and ad copy, to the keywords and keyword
matching option to apply, to the URL of the page you want users sent
to.

Testing, tracking and tweaking on the fly: There are tools that allow you
to run real-time comparison tests to see how differences in your ads
affect your click-through rate, and a host of reporting options that let
you track your campaign and tweak it to achieve better results.
Improving your reach: Target different keywords to those you rank for in
the organic search, and broaden your reach for those more specific
long-tail keywords that yield small volumes of high-value traffic.
Transcending the boundaries of the SERPs: For even broader reach with
some PPC offerings you get to select whether you want your ads to
appear only on the search engine’s own sites, on their advertising
affiliate sites, or even on specific affiliate sites of your choosing.
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Sounds great; how do | get started?

Unsurprisingly the search engines have made setting up PPC campaigns
really easy. There are automated wizards to guide you through the sign-up
process, and plenty of tools to help you establish, monitor and optimize
your campaign. It’s all very slick, and from a standing start you can have
your first ad appearing next to search results and driving traffic to your
site in under 15 minutes.

But hold your horses — just because you can doesn’t necessarily mean
that you should. Rushing headlong into your first PPC advertising
campaign might yield great results for you ‘out of the box’, and then
again it might not. As always it pays to do a bit of preparation first:

Choose your keywords wisely: Look for longer keyword phrases that
are likely to be less competitive and send highly targeted traffic to
your site. Ideally you should aim for phrases that generate a healthy
amount of search engine traffic without attracting a lot of bids from
other advertisers.

Optimize your ads: Your ads need to entice users to click on them if
you’re going to get traffic. Think carefully about your title and ad
copy. Remember, you want targeted copy that will appeal to people
who are ready to buy — so be specific. Generating clicks that don’t
convert is costing you money.

Converting clicks into customers: Once you get the clicks, you need to
turn your new prospects into paying customers as often as you can.
It’s your conversion rate that will make or break your PPC campaign.
Don’t direct traffic from your ad back to your home page. Send it
instead to a page directly related to the text of the ad users have
just clicked on — perhaps a product page or, better still, a special
landing page designed specifically to reinforce your PPC campaign.
Remember, if you fail to convert your traffic into revenue, all your
PPC campaign will do is haemorrhage cash.

Measure everything and lest, test, test: The best way to learn is to start
small, track your campaign carefully and study the metrics (see
Chapter 5). Try out different ad combinations, different landing pages
and different keyword combinations, and measure how the changes
affect your CTR, your conversion rate, your cost per conversion and,
ultimately, your bottom line.

Mastering the intricacies of PPC advertising could take a lifetime, but the
basics are straightforward enough, and the best way to learn is to dive in
and start using it. You’ll also find plenty of resources to help you, both
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in the search engines’ advertising sections and in the online marketing
community. You’ll find links to some of them in the resources section
on www.understandingdigitalmarketing.com, but the best way of finding
them online is — you guessed it — to use a search engine!

What are the downsides?

There are surprisingly few if you manage your campaign carefully and
stay on top of your spending and conversion rates. The biggest one
is that as bigger businesses are starting to wake up to the potential of
search marketing they’re beginning to funnel more of their advertising
spend online — and that in turn is driving up the cost per click of more
competitive pay-per-click keywords. However, there are still plenty of
opportunities out there to reap real dividends from long-tail keywords.

The key thing to remember is that you have to pay for every click
whether or not you convert, so it’s important to keep track of the metrics
and make sure you’re getting value from your investment.

Black Hat, the darker side of search

The SEO methods explored earlier in this chapter are methods that
adhere to the search engine’s own guidelines (or at least they did at the
time of writing — but guidelines can change, so it’s important to keep up
to date). Generally referred to as ‘White Hat’ SEO, these techniques are
seen as legitimate optimization of a site to align it with the needs of the
site visitor and simultaneously make the site content accessible and easy
to index by the search engines.

But there is another side to SEO — an altogether darker and more
sinister side, where less ethical practitioners attempt to exploit every trick
and loophole they can find to ‘game’ the engines, increase their rankings
and drive traffic to their sites. Itis dubbed ‘Black Hat’ SEO, search engine
spamming or spamdexing (spamming the indexes), and when discovered
offending sites are quickly banned from the search engine index.

But the Black Hat SEO isn’t worried by bans or penalties. For Black Hats,
banishment from the search engines comes with the territory. They're
not interested in building quality sites with sustainable high rankings
— they’re looking for short-term gains from high traffic to ad-laden sites.
By the time one batch of sites has been banned they’ve already moved
on to the next. Black Hatters typically have many sites running on many
different domains across a variety of hosts, all exploiting loopholes in
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the system to artificially boost their rankings and generate advertising
revenue.

Why should | care what colour hat these people
wear?

On one level, you shouldn’t need to. The battle that’s raging over
artificially inflated rankings in the SERPs is between the Black Hatters
and the search engines. It’s up to the Yahoos, Googles and Microsofts of
this world to wage that war.

Wherever there is a system in place you’ll find people — often some
of the most clever and resourceful people out there — who will attempt
to exploit that system for their own gain. You’ll also have some equally
clever and resourceful people trying to stop them. It’s human nature,
and it’s not going to go away any time soon.

Essentially, Black Hatters are simply taking the principles of SEO
that we discussed earlier in this chapter — creating a list of keywords,
building pages, getting links — but they’re pushing the boundaries to the
extreme. Instead of a manageable selection of keywords for which they
can create unique and engaging content, Black Hatters will create lists of
hundreds or thousands of keywords and stuff their pages full of keyword-
rich bunkum created by automated content generation tools. Instead of
building links naturally, they’ll use automated ‘bots’ to spam posts stuffed
with links into blog comments, guestbooks, forums and wikis all over the
web.

Black Hats typically aren’t interested in you or your site — unless it’s as a
possible repository for link spam in your blog, guestbook, forum or wiki,
and that can generally be avoided by implementing security features on
your site that require human intervention to post. What’s perhaps more
significant is that by pushing their spammy sites up the SERPs they’'re
artificially pushing down more legitimate sites like yours, making them
less visible to searchers and potentially affecting your traffic.

Some common Black Hat SEO techniques

Keyword stuffing: This is repeating keywords over and over again on a
given web page. This is less successful now, as search engine algorithms
are getting better at distinguishing copy that’s constructed properly
from gobbledegook.

Cloaking: Cloaking is a technique that uses code to show one search-
engine-friendly page to the spider and a completely different page



The search for success 95

to a human visitor. The engines hate this as it makes it impossible for
them to gauge the quality of the content a user is seeing. In early 2006
Google blacklisted car manufacturer BMW’s German website www.
bmw.de, dropping it from its index for employing a cloaking page.
Invisible text: Invisible text is essentially text that is the same colour as
the background of the page — result, humans can’t see it but search
engines can. This is like keyword stuffing — but with the cloaking
element of showing the search engine bot and human visitor different
content.

Doorway page: This is a highly optimized web page whose sole purpose
is to send traffic to other pages either through an automatic redirect
or by simply being full of links.

Spam page: This is a page with no meaningful content that is full of ads
that the webmaster makes money from if someone clicks on them.
Interlinking: This is the practice of setting up multiple websites on a
given topic and linking backwards and forwards between them purely
in an attempt to increase their rankings in the search engines.
Selling links to help ranking: If you have a high-ranking website, you sell
links from your site to another to boost its ranking.

Buying expired domains: This is the practice of buying up expired
domains that were once high-ranking pages to try to acquire some of
the old site’s inbound links.

That’s just a small selection of the techniques Black Hat SEOs use to
boost their rankings and drive traffic. There are many more. As a rule of
thumb for your own site, if what you’re doing adds genuine value to the end
user you generally have nothing to worry about. If, on the other hand,
you’re implementing something to artificially manipulate your search
engine rankings, you could be venturing into grey, or even Black Hat,
territory. If you value your domain, be careful.

When you come across these sites while browsing the web they can be
irritating, and having to deal with spam in any medium is infuriating,
but for the most part you don’t need to worry about the Black Hats who
are doing their own thing to their own sites. But there is another, more
sinister aspect...

Negative SEO

Far more worrying, potentially at least, is the concept of negative SEO.
Some Black Hat SEOs have started peddling commercial services not to
increase their clients’ rankings in the SERPs, but to damage the ranking
of their competitors — or even to get them banned altogether.
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Dubbed negative SEOQ, it is still uncommon, but is certainly something
that webmasters and online marketers need to be aware of. Google,
the leading search engine, maintains that there’s ‘almost nothing a
competitor can do to harm your ranking or have your site removed from
our index’. But it’s that ‘almost’ that has people worried.

In June 2007 Forbes magazine brought the subject of negative SEO
out of the shadows of the search community and presented it to a
mainstream audience. In the Forbesarticle two SEOs admitted to journalist
Andy Greenberg that they use negative SEO, and revealed some of its
implications. ‘I understand the rules of search’, SEO Brendon Scott said
in the article. ‘And once you understand the rules, you can use them
not just constructively, but also destructively.” He went on to claim that
he could reduce a competing site’s visibility to searchers or even make it
seem to disappear from search results altogether.

Negative SEO was spawned, ironically, from the efforts of Google,
Yahoo! and other search engines to filter out the spam generated by Black
Hat SEO and keep their search results relevant to their users. As part of
the battle against spam, the search engine algorithms identify ‘spammy’
tactics and penalize the offending site’s rankings accordingly. If there
are enough, or severe enough, transgressions to the search engine’s
guidelines, the site could be thrown out of the index altogether.

Some of the negative SEO tactics that could have a negative impact on
a site’s rankings include, but are far from limited to:

DOS and 404 errors: The attacker initiates a denial-of-service attack
(DOS) to swamp the target domain. Once the target domain is down,
the attacker then employs numerous methods to encourage search
engine spiders to visit the site. If the spiders arrive and receive a 404
(not found) error, those pages will typically be de-indexed. Once
the server recovers, the website is up and running, but is no longer
appearing in the search results.

Redirection: The attacker redirects to the targeted pages from ‘bad
neighbourhood’ sites like porn sites, link farms, etc. The targeted
pages can end up being removed from the search engine index
through association with spammy domains.

Link bomb: The attacker links to the targeted pages from blatant link
farms or freefor-all link sites, using anchor text with irrelevant or
spam-like keywords. They then submit those link-farm pages manually
to the search engines and get as many spam sites as possible to link
into it. Search engines flag the target site as spam and remove it from
their index.

Duplicate content: The attacker copies content from targeted pages and
duplicates that content on disposable ‘bad neighbourhood’ domains,



The search for success 97

embedding spammy keywords like ‘porn’, ‘pills’ or ‘casinos’, invisible
text and other spam flags, which mayresultin both sets of pages being
removed from the index.
Black social bookmarking: The attacker sets up multiple accounts with
social bookmarking sites, and tags targeted sites excessively with
irrelevantand spammy termslike ‘porn’, ‘gambling’, ‘pharmaceutical’,
etc. As aresult the targetsite may be penalized heavily or even removed
from the search engine’s index once the social bookmark pages have
been spidered.

(Source: Fantomaster, www.fantomaster.com)

NB: We in no way condone any of these tactics, and are listing them here merely to
llustrate the potential real-world threat of negative SEO for digital marketers.

Negative SEO is potentially a very real threat — but for most websites
not a very probable one. It pays to be aware of the possibility, and if
you’re concerned that your competitors might employ such tactics it at
least gives you a heads up on the sort of things that you and your IT
department or partners need to be looking out for. If you truly believe
that your website is under attack through negative SEO, your best bet is
to hire a specialist consultant to help you combat the threat in the short
term. The consultant will typically help you to identify the nature of the
attack and where it’s coming from and to implement a security plan that
will help shield against future attacks.

Bringing in the pros

While SEO and PPC campaigns can certainly be managed in-house, if
you lack specialist search talent and want to fast-track traffic to your site
then bringing in a professional search marketing consultant can pay real
dividends.

If you decide to bring in an external consultancy to help with your
search marketing, do your homework and choose wisely. There are many
excellent SEOs out there who will do a great job of promoting your
business online, but equally there are unscrupulous companies looking
to exploit the uninitiated. Not all SEO companies are created equal, and
it’s an unfortunate fact that some of them will stray into less-than-ethical
territory to secure high rankings quickly, making them and their services
look good in the short term.

The good news is that, having read this chapter, you’re now armed
with the knowledge you need to engage positively with prospective search
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marketing partners, understand what they’re telling you and discuss your
SEO requirements with them in some detail.

Here are a few things to bear in mind when you engage with an SEO
professional:

Make sure you’re dealing with a reputable company that has a strong
track record to back up its claims.

Ask to see case studies and get references from previous clients.
Check the company’s own site — has it been optimized and does it
adhere to search engine guidelines?

Look and listen for any hint of the Black Hat techniques listed above.
If there’s any doubt about the ethics and integrity of the company,
walk away. It’s your domain the company will be playing with, and it’s
not worth risking your reputation with the engines.

Once you’ve engaged an SEO company don’t just leave the company
to it. You need to keep abreast of what your SEO company is doing on
your behalf — after all, it’s your site.

Universal search — more
opportunities to rank

‘Universal search’ is a term coined by Google to describe a fundamental
change in the way it presents its web search results. The search company
introduced universal search in mid-2007 for Google.com users, and
continued rolling it out to other Google domains (.co.uk, .ca, .ie, etc)
through 2008. Billed by commentators as one of the most significant
and radical developments in the history of the search industry, universal
search (or blended search, as it’s also known) takes results from Google’s
specialized (or vertical) search engines (Google News, Google Books,
Google Local/Maps, Google Video, Google Image, Google Groups, etc)
and slots them into standard web search results in order of relevance.

Google’s Vice President of Search Products and User Experience,
Marissa Mayer, explained it succinctly in a post on the official Google Blog
(http://googleblog.blogspot.com) in May 2007: “With universal search,
we’re attempting to break down the walls that traditionally separated our
various search properties and integrate the vast amounts of information
available into one simple set of search results.’

As you would expect, other major search engines weren’t far behind,
and both Yahoo! and Microsoft’s Live Search introduced similar blended
search results soon after Google. For users, this development is a huge
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boon. Instead of having to manage and navigate multiple specialized
search tools, users can now enter their search query in one convenient
location to find results across multiple platforms. But what does it mean
to search marketers?

Essentially, there are two ways of looking at it. On one level it’s a
potential threat, in that for any given keyword phrase your pages now have
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Figure 4.2 Universal search — also dubbed ‘blended search’ by some
commentators — integrates search results from other specialized search
engines (images, video, local/maps, etc). Here we see the SERPs for a
search for ‘Darth Vader’ on Google.com
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to compete with results for news, video, maps, discussion groups, images
and a host of other sources to get those coveted top SERP rankings. On
the other hand, if you produce the right sort of content and submit it to
the relevant places, universal search offers additional opportunities to
rank for your chosen keyword phrases.

Universal search doesn’t change any of the SEO advice we provided
earlier in the chapter — but it is something to be aware of as you optimize
your pages, and offers additional avenues for you to get your content in
front of your target audience. As the title of Marissa Mayer’s blog post
says, even with the roll-out of universal search ‘The best answer is still the
best answer.’

Search landscape - the view in 2012

Damian Ryan

Search is an incredibly dynamic industry that continues to evolve
at a relentless pace. Although 2012 is a long way off, I have tried
here to separate the various stakeholders and imagine what might
be going on.

The consumer

As long as they are receiving quality customer service from their
chosen suppliers, consumers may be less inclined to search for
competitive offerings. Marketers will have to work harder to reach
them and be more prepared to pay for their business.

Consumers are far more marketing savvy now than ever before
and there is absolutely no reason to think this is going to become
any less the case in five years’ time, but their propensity to switch
brands or suppliers (in the context of search) remains to be seen. If
one takes a look at the top brands in the marketplace now and asks
which new brands have broken into the rankings in the last 10 years
I suspect the answer is only one or two.

Of course, consumers will still want to search for information and
find answers to questions, but part of me feels they will already know
where to go and may require the use of a search engine less than
they used to. Ask yourself the questions — name an online provider
of the following products:

flights to London;
supermarket deliveries;
health insurance.
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You shouldn’t have had too much trouble filling the answers out
there, so why do you need to use a search engine? I am watching
the advance of price comparison and lead generation sites too —
marketers should pay close attention to these developments.

The search engines

Search engines are going to have to work very hard to protect their
space. I don’t believe this sector has the same dynamics as, say, the
publishing industry. There it was only ever a toss-up between, say,
Yellow Pages and Thomson Directories — but the old phone directories
never really had an issue with editorial credibility. It was always about
being comprehensive, and the one that took out the biggest ad got
the best position — which is fair enough!

But when I look at Google I sincerely believe that editorial
credibility has to come into play at some stage. Yes, the algorithms
are evident, butif the top-ranking site for say ‘flights’ is not delivering
the best value then what is it doing there? And who are Google to
say what is best for us? Won’t there be a suspicion that some kind of
transaction might have taken place? Do we even care?

One answer might be consensus. What do the rest of the planet
think about the top-ranking ‘flights’ site rather than one organi-
zation? Representative of the populace it might be, but I don’t
think the net has ever been about anything other than freedom to
choose and freedom of information. Personally I like what Amazon
do, inviting people to review books. Maybe Google could, well, take
a leaf out of theirs?

I fundamentally believe that search engines, like newspapers,
magazines and other media, will, at least in part, become personality
driven, with opinion formers and champions guiding us through
their favourites. Doesn’t this all sound spookily familiar? Celebrity
endorsements, morphing of advertising and content — and all
because you are worth it!

The marketers

I believe that marketers, following an intensive period of land
grabbing and the pursuit of mind share, will demand a lot more
creativity from search engines, and should be working with them
now to push this forward. Marketers cannot afford to be priced out
of the top page, and search engines will obviously be seeking new
revenues, so it stands to reason that when an unstoppable force
meets an immovable object something has to give!
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Search engine optimization as we know it now will, I believe,
become less relevant. Surely all the good rules and practices will be
widely known by 2012 and will be bundled in with the latest web
package at the time — so where will the focus points for marketers
be?

Keyword buys — definitely, and maybe the engines will offer
greater rotation and variation of brands. Possibly a new section
on search engines listing ‘brands you haven’t heard about yet’ or
‘brands offering special deals today only’.

Whatever comes to light I am sure marketers’ budgets for search
will increase in the logical way — the more consumers using search,
the more business through that channel, the more value it will
hold for marketers, but as I mentioned above the major challenge
for marketers will be protecting, retaining and defending their
customers against competition and against competitive pressures.

Case study: GetTheGlass.com
The brief

The purpose of GetTheGlass.com was twofold: to create a website that made
learning the benefits of milk fun and entertaining and to increase milk consumption
in California. The target audience for this campaign was adults in California. The
agency in charge of the campaign was Goodby, Silverstein & Partners (GSP),
which developed the concept and implemented the strategy. The website was
designed by North Kingdom according to GSP’s instructions.

The concept

The GetTheGlass.com website was ‘inhabited’ by a family of characters called the
Adachis, and each character suffered from ailments related to their lack of milk. On
the site, visitors played a board game in which they helped the Adachi family get a
glass of milk, which was a very challenging and engaging task. Players advanced
in the game by rolling a pair of virtual dice and driving the Adachis’ plumbing van
through a series of milk-related challenges while trying to keep ahead of ‘Fort
Fridge’ security and avoid being sent to ‘Milkatraz’. If the players were sent to
‘Milkatraz’ they had an option to have a friend help them escape. This was a
means of increasing the site traffic as well as creating the community aspects of
the site. The successful players who completed the game were sent an actual
‘GetTheGlass’ souvenir glass.
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The campaign

The website was the cornerstone of the campaign, which was supported by
banner advertisements. Search marketing was used to drive traffic to the site.
Given the unique concept of the website there was a large amount of press
coverage, inclusions in blogs and referrals from friends. In effect the traffic was
also driven by viral marketing.

The greatest challenge of the campaign was the creation of the characters. The
3D characters that were created had to be based on the talent that was selected
for the TV spots. From concept to completing the campaign took six months.

The navigation structure of the site was contingent upon user behaviour in the
style of traditional board games. GetTheGlass.com combined numerous video
and 3D components. The game in itself was ground-breaking in terms of the style
and execution. The details within each section of the game made it special and
interesting. The greatest campaign challenge was the content development as
well as the creation of the rules of game play.

The results

There had been over 3.4 million visits to the site worldwide as at April 2008.
GSP’s relationship with the California Milk Processor Board (CMPB) was further
strengthened by the client’s trust in the agency’s brand strategy and creative
development. The power and strength of the campaign are also evident from
the industry recognition of its success. The campaign won a Gold Cyber Lion
at Cannes 2007 and the Favourite Website Awards (FWA) Site of the Year and
People’s Choice Awards. GetTheGlass.com won awards at the Flashforward
Conference, London International Advertising Awards and HoWDesign Magazine
Awards.

Campaign comment

Quote from Goodby, Silverstein & Partners Creative Director (Interactive), Will
McGinness:

This was a huge team effort and possibly one of the most exciting projects
we've worked on. The collaboration and breadth of thinking that went into
GetTheGlass was nothing short of inspiring. Also, having an amazing client
like CMPB was essential in creating a unique experience like this. Without
their trust and enthusiasm it wouldn’t have been possible.

Campaign credits

Client: California Milk Processor Board

Product: Milk

Advertising agency: Goodby, Silverstein & Partners, San Francisco
Creative Director: Pat McKay

Creative Director (Interactive): Will McGinness



Website intelligence
and return on
Investment

Half of the money I spend on advertising is wasted; the trouble is, I don’t
know which half.

(William Hesketh Lever, the 1st Lord Leverhulme, 1851—-1925.

A similar quote expressing an identical sentiment has been attributed to
John Wanamaker, the US department store entrepreneur and advertising
pioneer, and also to Henry Ford)

What we call results are beginnings.
(Ralph Waldo Emerson)

I notice increasing reluctance on the part of marketing executives to use
Jjudgement; they are coming to rely too much on research, and they use it as a
drunkard uses a lamp post: for support, rather than for illumination.

(David Ogilvy)

Our chapter pledge to you

When you reach the end of this chapter you’ll have answers to the
following questions:
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How will I know where to invest my digital marketing budget for
maximum ROI?

What information can I track on my website, how is it collected and
how can I use it to inform my digital marketing investment?

How can I track my online advertising that appears on other sites?
What are key performance indicators (KPIs), and how can I use them
to gain insight into my online marketing?

Why is testing important, and what types of testing should I be
doing?

Measuring your way to digital
marketing success

So you have your search engine-optimized website up and running. You
may even have set up pay-per-click or search advertising accounts with
a few providers, and tried out a few ads, just to see what happens. Now
what?

Well, that depends. ..

I know we keep saying this, but it really does depend. It depends on
your business goals, your target market, the digital marketing strategy
you’ve defined and the budget you have available. Digital marketing
isn’t a prescriptive medium. There are far too many variables involved.
What works for you won’t necessarily work for me, and what works for
me probably won’t work for A N Other Inc, even though we may all be
operating superficially similar businesses catering to superficially similar
consumers.

The long and the short of it is that nobody can tell you categorically
what will or won’t work for you online, not without an intimate knowledge
of your business. You (and/or the specialist you bring in to help you) have
to find out for yourself what works and what doesn’t in your particular
circumstances. That involves a bit more work than simply applying a
prescriptive formula, but it’s worth the effort, because defining your own
customized digital marketing equation will give you much more insight
into where the real online opportunities lie for your business, and will
help you to differentiate yourself from your competition.

The great news is that, in the world of digital marketing, there are all
sorts of tools available to show you exactly what’s working for you and just
as importantly what’s not. The most successful marketing has always been
about learning from your results: taking a finite budget and using it to do
more of the stuff that is working and less of the stuff that’s not. You test,
you refine, you reinvest, and you test again.



106 Understanding digital marketing

Traditional marketing media threw up two major obstacles to this
approach: buying advertising space to ‘test’ different advertising tactics
was often prohibitively expensive, and measuring the results in any
meaningful way was notoriously difficult. You were never quite sure which
elements of your marketing mix were actually delivering the results. The
internet has changed all that. With the migration towards performance-
based advertising — pay-per-click and pay-per-acquisition models — you
pay only for traffic or (even better) actual conversions gained through
a particular advertising channel. That makes it easy and relatively cheap
for you to test different ad combinations to see what works best for you,
without your costs spiralling out of control. And because you can track
and measure everything that’s channelled back through your website you
can build an accurate picture of how your prospects respond to these ads
at a level of granularity that’s simply unheard of in traditional advertising
media.

Now, for the first time ever, you can capture the results of your advert-
ising in practically real time, and adapt your digital campaigns on the fly
to maximize return on your digital marketing investment. It’s a level of
control that’s unprecedented in the history of advertising — and with that
control comes a level of accountability for results that to date has been
sorely lacking.

The rise of performance-based advertising
Brandt Dainow

The web is constantly evolving, as we all know. It’s a changing
environment because people are in the process of migrating from
traditional media to online. This migration will not be total — people
will still read books and watch TV — but the emphasis is changing.
Print and broadcast media will become alternatives to the new
mainstream — online.

We are passing significant markers in this migration right now.
For example, people aged 17 to 25 now spend more time online
than watching TV. I recently spoke to a friend whose son was starting
university. He visited the student halls of residence and was surprised
to see that none of the students had stereos (an essential of student
life in his day) or TVs in their rooms. When he asked about this the
students laughed at him — why would they need those when they had
computers and internet connections? To this younger generation
the idea of a device that can only handle a single medium, and that
isn’t connected to the web, is laughably archaic.




Website intelligence and return on investment 107

It’s clear that we are evolving new ways of participating in society,
new ways of communicating, and new ways of disseminating
information. A key dynamic in this process is the transition of the
print and broadcast advertising community on to the web. As this
occurs, new models of advertising become possible.

Henry Ford once said ‘I know only half of my advertising works.
The problem is, I don’t know which half.” The web solves this
problem. The ability to record people’s behaviour online means
advertising can be assessed in terms of the behaviour people exhibit
after being exposed to an ad. It then becomes possible to pay for
the behaviour instead of the mere delivery of the ad. This is called
performance-based advertising.

A shift from selling audience to selling behaviour

The dominating trend in the evolution of online advertising is the
rise of performance-based advertising. Predictions are that there
will be $40 billion in online ad sales in 2008 and that 50 per cent of
this will involve performance-based payment. This represents a shift
from selling audience to selling behaviour.

The traditional form of advertising involves selling audience. In
print and broadcast, advertising rates are largely determined by
the number of people who will be exposed to the ad. As traditional
media employees moved online they took this model with them,
selling ‘impressions’. Banner advertising is traditionally sold this
way.

Impression-based advertising simply consists of placing an ad
somewhere on a reader’s computer screen, in a manner similar to
placing an ad somewhere on the page of a magazine. Performance-
based advertising involves changing the emphasis from views to
actions. Instead of paying the outlet to deliver my ad, I will pay it for
delivering people.

The most common forms of performance-based advertising are
PPC advertising and affiliate networks. Google’s AdWords is a classic
example of performance-based advertising. Advertisers pay not for
exposure but for the people Google sends to the advertisers’ sites.

Even where performance-based advertising is not the obvious
basis upon which the advertising is being sold, it is often the way in
which it is assessed. Mark Read is director of strategy at WPP UK,
one of the world’s leading marketing communication organizations.
According to Read, many of WPP’s clients, especially in finance and
automotive, convert the metrics from their ad outlets back into
performance metrics.
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‘It doesn’t matter how people sell the ad space; it’s bought on a
performance basis whether they realize it or not’, says Read.

Read is very much in favour of this shift to performance-based
advertising. ‘The advantage of performance-based advertising is
that it converts ad spend from a line expense to a cost of goods
sold. As such, the expenditure is potentially infinite... The secret
of Google’s success was to convert ad spend from line of business to
cost of sale’, Read says.

In other words, the potential income from an ad outlet is
much greater than is possible with impression-based advertising.
Performance-based advertising obviously represents better value for
the advertiser, but it can also represent better value for the seller.

Ben Regensburger, president of DoubleClick Germany, agrees.
‘If you know your audience and your inventory well you can make
more money from performance-based ads than simple impressions,
especially in finance’, he says.

The drawbacks of performance-based metrics

Christoph Schuh is CMO of Tomorrow Focus AG, one of Germany’s
leading digital content providers. Tomorrow Focus is the largest
supplier of German-language content on the web. As a media owner,
someone whose income is based on selling advertising, Schuh can
see issues with performance-based advertising.

‘The danger in buying performance is that it ignores the value of
repeated exposure and of time-delayed responses’, he says. ‘I think
performance buying to a single-response dimension will become
insufficient; we need to develop behavioural targeting.’

Notice that Schuh is not opposed to performance-based advertis-
ing. He simply wants to see performance assessment become more
sophisticated.

One of the most common problems encountered when dealing
with performance-based advertising is disagreement between the
advertiser and the publisher over the numbers. Web metrics systems
are still fairly primitive, and the web analytics community has yet to
establish clear procedures for measurement. As a result, advertiser
and publisher systems can often disagree about exactly how many
people have been delivered.

‘Currently, ad people don’t understand the metrics’, says Schuh.
‘This makes resolving disputes extremely difficult.’

Addressing this issue requires training advertising salespeople in
web analytics so they have a language in which to communicate and
so they understand what it is their web analytics systems are telling
them.




Website intelligence and return on investment 109

In addition, resolving discrepancies between the advertiser’s and
the publisher’s numbers usually involves a technical conversation
about how the data are processed on both systems. The field of web
analytics lacks standards, and the few standards that do exist are
rarely implemented consistently within analytics software. If both
systems are measuring the same thing in the same way, the numbers
will match to within a few percentage points.

But discrepancies occur because the two systems are measuring
things differently or using the same terms for different things. If the
respective technicians explain to each other what their systems are
measuring, and how, it is usually possible to adjust the numbers to
match. This requires that advertising and marketing people have
access to their web analytics technicians, and have the training to be
able to communicate with them.

Much of this can be avoided if the methodology for performance
assessment is agreed upon before the deal is signed. Once again,
this requires that sales staff have sufficient training to participate in
such conversations, and that, where necessary, they can call on their
technicians for assistance.

The publisher dilemma

For a publisher, performance-based advertising represents both
an opportunity and a threat. As Christoph Schuh says, ‘You have
to understand your website better than your client... You have to
understand the behaviour of your readers in the conversion funnel. ..
You need an e-commerce unit within your editorial team.’

Once, the editorial focus was purely on producing content that
would appeal to a large swath of the population — appeal to enough
readers and the advertisers would follow. In the early days of the
internet, we thought this was all we needed to do. Jim Barksdale,
president and CEO of Netscape until the company merged with
AOL, said in 1995: ‘Don’t worry about how to earn money online.
Simply get a big enough audience and the money will come to
you.’

This was true for a while, but advertisers are wising up. They’re
not interested in mere numbers; they want behaviour. This presents
publishers with a dilemma. We all know you can’t make money
selling content to readers — they won’t pay for it. The presence
of huge quantities of free information on the web has devalued
the perceived value of all information in the eyes of the online
community.
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The main way to make money as a content publisher at present,
then, is via advertising. If advertisers become completely focused on
performance, editors become confronted with the need to design
content in order to get the acquisitions their advertisers want.
Should editors, then, write to make sales, or do they write to gather
audience and hope the sales just happen because they got the right
audience?

In the long term, the future surely belongs to those who can
develop content that attracts an audience and, at the same time,
frame that content in a manner that encourages the behaviour
advertisers want.

Brandt Dainow is CEO of ThinkMetrics, an independent web analytics
and marketing consultant operating in the UK and Ireland. He works with
client organizations’ companies to design, manage and tune their online
marketing and sales processes. For more details see Brandt’s website wwuw.
thinkmetrics.com

Getting started

The ability to track, measure and refine your online marketing cam-
paigns as they unfold is a huge boon, but it can’t help to guide your
investment decisions before you have anything to measure. So where do
you start? Should you channel your budget into search engine pay-per-
click campaigns, or would you be better off focusing more on long-term
optimization for organic search results, coupled with a sprinkling of
display ads on prominent, high-traffic industry websites? What about the
explosion in vertical online advertising networks, or perhaps you should
choose a more general ad network with broader scope?

Questions, questions, questions. .. when all you want
Is answers

While some of these questions may seem baffling, the truth is that you
already have the answers you need. Remember all that research you did
to define your strategy, create your website and optimize it for the search
engines? At this point you know your target market; you know where
they congregate online, what they’re searching for, and the sort of things
they like to find when they get there. You also know what your business
is trying to achieve online and have a strategy for how you’re going to go
about it.
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Take all of that information, apply a little business acumen and that
stalwart of marketers everywhere — intuition — and you’ll find you have
a pretty good idea of where to focus your initial investment in order to
reach your objectives. Don’t worry about getting things perfect from the
beginning; the most important thing is to get started. As long as you're
aiming in roughly the right direction, get your initial campaign up and
running and start collecting some real data. Bias your early investment
towards the area(s) you instinctively feel will yield the best returns for
your business — and then measure, refine and reinvest.

Online marketing is an iterative process of continuous improvement:
you make a change, you try something new, you test, you refine and
you track your results. Invest most of your budget in what you know to
be working well at any given time, but never stop experimenting with
new and different approaches. You could hit on something that works
even better. As you accumulate real data about how your target market
is responding to your campaigns you can start making really informed
decisions that will have a positive and often dramatic impact on your
ROL

How information is measured

Imagine if you could tell not just how many people were visiting your
website (your traffic) but for all individual visitors where they came from
(both on the internet and geographically), what browser and operating
system they were using at the time, what keywords they used to find your
site and on which search engine, the page they arrived at, how long they
stayed for, what pages they visited while they were there, which page they
ultimately left from and whether or not they came back again.

That would be really useful information, right? It would let you analyse
how your users were finding your site, whether you were giving them what
they wanted when they arrived, where they were leaving from, whether
your site was optimized for the right search keywords, how effective your
different forms of advertising were at driving traffic to your site and
what proportion of that traffic was ultimately being converted into sales,
leads or whatever other conversion goals you’d defined. In other words,
marketing gold dust.

Well, the good news is that with modern website analytics software you
can track all of that information and more. Like everything else on the
internet, web analytics has gone all ‘2.0’, so you can get all of the data you
want, presented to you when you want and in the way that you want.
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Website analytics uses information your visitors
volunteer

It’s important to note here that there’s nothing underhanded about
tracking and analysing website statistics. All we’re doing is looking at the
information that’s readily volunteered by the user or the user’s browser.
There’s no magic ‘voodoo’ or (as a rule, at least) underhanded cyber-
espionage going on here. We’re simply collecting the information that’s
routinely recorded when a visitor comes to our website and then using
analytics software to aggregate it and present it in a format that lets us
view trends and make informed decisions.

There are two main ways of collecting information about your website
visitors. You can analyse the web access logs created by your own web
server or you can embed some code (called a page tag) in every page
on your website that sends similar information to your chosen analytics
service provider.

Web server log files

Every time your web server receives a request for a resource (a file) on
your website it stores details of that request in its server access logs. What
exactly is recorded depends on a variety of factors, including the way
the server itself is set up, the format of the log files it produces and the
settings of the user’s browser.

That said, a server log file will typically contain the following kind of
information for every browser request it receives:

the unique IP address of the user’s computer;

a time stamp showing the date and time of the request;

the URI of the requested resource;

a status code confirming the result of the request;

the file size of the returned resource;

the URL of the referring page;

other information supplied by the ‘user agent’ (typically browser
type/version, language and operating system).

From this information, website analytics software can derive a host of
useful information. For example, from the IP address it can determine
where in the world the user is browsing from; the referring URL can
tell it whether the user entered the site directly, was referred from a link
on another site or came from a search engine and, if so, what search
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query string the user entered to reach your site. The IP address may also
help track an individual user’s path through the site during the user’s
visit (although using the IP address to track this can be unreliable and is
typically augmented by the use of cookies).

Log file analysis software comes in all shapes, sizes and flavours. Some
merely read raw log file data, aggregate it and spit out the results as crude
tables for you to trawl through manually. Others format the information to
make it more readable and present it in easy-to-comprehend graphs and
tables. The most sophisticated let you define your own summary reports,
segment your audience, define and track conversion goals and analyse
conversion ‘funnels’ (the navigation steps a user follows to complete a
‘conversion’ goal), and will integrate data from other sources to give you
a complete picture of your website’s overall performance.

Most web hosts provide some form of basic log file analysis software
as part of their hosting package, so it’s worth looking at this first to get
a basic idea of the kind of information that’s available in your log files.
There is a wide range of software options available, ranging from free
open source offerings (like Webalizer, AWStats and Analog) to costly
enterprise-level solutions from leading industry players like WebTrends
and Omniture, and a host of other options in between.

Page tagging and hosted solutions

The second method is a process known as page tagging. This involves
putting a small piece of code on every page of your site that you want to
track. Whenever a visitor requests the page the code sends information
(gleaned in much the same way as that recorded in the server log file)
and sends it to your chosen provider. This form of tracking has become
very much in vogue with the rising popularity of the software-as-a-service
(SAAS) concept, and has been fuelled by the introduction of free,
powerful and highly configurable analytics services like StatCounter
(www.statcounter.com) and the very popular Google Analytics (www.
google.com/analytics).

Once the code is installed on your pages these services will start collect-
ing data and can provide you with a wealth of easily accessible and highly
configurable information. You just have to make sure the tracking code is
included on every page of your site that you want to track (including new
pages you may add over time) and your service provider will look after
the rest.
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Augmenting information using cookies

Using a user’s IP address to uniquely identify visitors is inconsistent and
inaccurate for avariety of reasons, no matter which of the tracking methods
above you choose to use. For instance, a large number of internet users
(AOL users being the primary example) may share a single IP address
assigned by their internet service provider (ISP). That means that, if your
analytics solution relies purely on IP address to identify unique visitors, it
will count these multiple users as the same visitor, skewing your metrics.
Similarly, users are often assigned a dynamic IP address that changes
each time they log on to their ISP, so a person returning to your site may
be counted as a new visitor rather than a returning one.

To get around these limitations and to remember site settings that
help to improve the user experience, many sites and third-party tracking
services employ HTTP cookies to identify individual users. Cookies
are small files that are sent to users’ browsers and stored on their local
hard drives. Typically they store a unique ID that allows the site (or
tracking service) to identify a returning visitor, store site preference and
personalization settings that enhance the user experience, and help you
to track that visitor’s navigation around your website.

Cookies getabad press because of the potential privacy issues associated
with what are called persistent third-party cookies, or cookies that are set
by a domain other than the one you’re visiting and that persist beyond
the scope of your existing browser session. In theory these cookies could
be used to track visitor behaviour across multiple websites on different
domains, building up a picture of users’ behaviour as they surf the web.
That’s perceived as a bad thing, because large ad-serving and tracking
companies can potentially use cookies to build up profiles of user
behaviour across all the websites that they serve without explicit consent
from the user.

In practice, though, cookies tend to be largely harmless, enable websites
to deliver a better user experience to their customers, and allow more
accurate tracking of website statistics. The vast majority of internet users’
browsers are set to accept cookies by default, but it’s important to note
that some choose to reject cookies out of hand, others accept them only
for the duration of their current browser session and then delete them,
while others choose to accept first-party cookies (cookies originated by
the domain they’re visiting) but reject third-party cookies (originated by
any other domain). All of these factors can affect the accuracy of your
statistics — by how much will depend on the profile of your target audience
and their acceptance of HTTP cookies.
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As a rule of thumb, if you use cookies it’s best practice to include an
entry in your site’s privacy policy explicitly stating what you use cookies
for, what information they contain, and who (if anyone) that information
is shared with.

The pros and the cons

Advantages of log file analysis

Your server will generally already be producing log files, so the raw
data are already available for analysis. Collecting data using page tags
requires changes to the website, and tracking can only begin once the
changes have been made.

Every transaction your web server makes is recorded in the log file.
Page tagging relies on settings in the visitors’ browsers (such as
JavaScript being enabled), so a certain (small) proportion of visitors
may go undetected.

The data collected in your log files are your data, and are in a standard
format that makes it easy for you to migrate to analytics software
from a different vendor, use more than one package to give you a
broader view of your data, and analyse historical data using any log
file analysis program you choose. Page tagging solutions usually mean
you're locked in to the relationship with your chosen provider — if
you change providers you typically have to start collecting data again
from scratch.

Your log files capture visits by search engine spiders and other
automated bots as well as human users. Although it’s important that
your analytics software can differentiate these from your human
visitors, knowing which spiders have crawled your site and when can
be important for search engine optimization. Page tagging solutions
typically overlook non-human visitors.

Server logs record information on failed requests, giving you insight
into potential problems with your website; page tagging, on the other
hand, only records an event when a page is successfully viewed.

Advantages of page tagging

The tagging code (typically JavaScript) is automatically run every time
the page is loaded, so even viewing a cached page will generate a visit.
Because viewing a page from a cache doesn’t require communication
with the server, log files contain no records of cached page views.

It is easier for developers to add customized information to page
tagging code to be collected by the remote server (eg information
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about a visitor’s screen resolution, or about the goods the visitor
purchased). With log file analysis, custom information that’s not
routinely collected by the web server can only be recorded by
appending information to the URL.

Page tagging can collect data based on events that don’t involve
sending a request to the web server, such as interactions with Flash,
AJAX and other rich media content.

Cookies are assigned and handled by the page tagging service; with
log file analysis your server has to be specially configured to use
cookies.

Page tagging will work even if you can’t access your web server logs.

Bear in mind here that you’re not restricted to using one type of analytics
solution or the other —you’re free to use both as necessary, extracting the
best information from each to suit your particular needs.
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Figure 5.1 Google Analytics is a very capable, free, hosted analytics
service from Google. The service uses JavaScript page tags to collect
information about visitors and allows webmasters to track a wide range of
metrics to evaluate the performance of their websites
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Hybrid analytics solutions: the best of both worlds

A number of analytics solutions on the market, particularly at the
enterprise level, have the ability to combine log file analysis and page
tagging methods within the same analytics suite. These hybrid systems
analyse all of the data, and consolidate the information to present a
seamless reporting solution to the analyst. While these may offer the most
comprehensive analytics solutions, with each data collection method
compensating in part for the inadequacies of the other, it’s important to
remember that no analytics solution is 100 per cent accurate. Most, however,
are near enough to the mark to allow you to spot trends and make
informed decisions about your online investment.

Other sources of traffic

With log files and page tagging you can track pretty much everything
that happens on your website — but what about the ads you place on
other sites, your affiliate or ad-network campaigns, e-mail newsletters, or
pay-per-click advertising? The good news is that the new generation of
analytics software (even the ‘free’ Google Analytics) allows you to ‘tag’
incoming links from all of your external advertising campaigns so that
you can isolate and track visitors who are directed to your site from those
campaigns.

All you have to do is add the appropriate parameters to the end of
the linking URL, and the analytics software will do the rest. Some will
even generate the ‘tagged’ URL for you — you just fill in the parameters
and then cut and paste the resulting code into your ad. Some tracking
solutions, with the help of cookies and page tags, even allow you to
recognize visitors who saw your ad on another site, didn’t click on it, but
some time later decided to visit your website anyway. Powerful stuff.

Hit me, baby, one more time: the evolution of
web metrics

Back in the early days of the web, webmasters would get excited
about how many ‘hits’ their sites were getting. Before long ‘hit
counters’ — small bits of code that displayed the number of ‘hits’ a
site was getting — were rife on pages across the rapidly growing web,
with webmasters eager to show off how popular their little corner
of cyberspace had become. Their aim, of course, was to raise the
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profile of their sites and perhaps to attract the brave pioneers of
online advertising to buy space on their site (flashing banner ad,
anyone?).

The trouble with ‘hits’ as a unit of measuring page popularity was
that it was completely unrepresentative of the number of unique
visitors to a site. A ‘hit’ represents a single resource request from
a user’s browser (or other user agent) to a web server. For a basic
web page containing 10 images, the browser initiates one request
for the page itself and 10 separate requests for each of the image
files on that page, or a minimum of 11 ‘hits’ in all — more if there
are other design elements being pulled from other files on the web
server. Different pages therefore generate a different number of
‘hits” depending on their make-up, which means the whole concept
of using ‘hits’ as a comparative unit of measure of page popularity
is inherently flawed.

Thankfully, while ‘hits’ are still recorded in web server log files
(and you’ll see the individual records if you browse through the raw
text of a server log file), modern web analytics software aggregates
the data into far more useful metrics. Today you’re far more likely
to hear about ‘page views’ or ‘page impressions’ (which mean pretty
much what they say — a complete page delivered to a user’s browser),
or ‘visits’.

With modern software you can automatically collect, collate
and compile the information being volunteered by your users’
browsers and then use sophisticated graphical interfaces to analyse
trends, present the data in a range of different ways, and conduct
comparative analysis that can help inform your digital marketing
investment. ‘Hits’ may well be dead as a unit of measuring website
success, but take the information revealed by your web analytics
solution, use it to understand your online market, and take action
based on what you’ve learned, and your website itself is sure to be
a big hit!

Measuring what's important to you

While web analytics allows you to have your finger on the pulse of your
website, to monitor the beating heart of your online audience, you can
easily get overwhelmed by the sheer volume of information available to
you. You want to spend your time focusing on what’s important to your
business, not wading through reams and reams of information that may
offer interesting insight but does little to further your strategic goals.
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You need to determine what exactly you need to measure. What metrics
are important to your business? What will help you extract maximum
value from the visitor information available? If you can’t answer those
questions, how can you make the strategic decisions that will drive your
online business forward?

The concept of key performance indicators (or KPIs) is nothing new,
and has been common in the world of business analysis for many years.
KPIs are used to distil key trends from complex, often disparate pools
of data and to present them as a series of clear, unequivocal indices — a
snapshot of how your organization (or website, in our case) is performing
at any given time. KPIs do ‘exactly what it says on the tin’: they indicate
progress (or lack of it) in areas that are key to your website’s performance.

Why KPIs are important

The real value of KPIs is that they let you extract meaning from your
website data at a glance. Without them, it’s all too easy to drown in the
proliferation of data your web analytics solution churns out. It’s a classic
case of not seeing the wood for the trees.

By defining and measuring your KPIs you're creating a regular snap-
shot that allows you to monitor your website’s performance over time.
You know that if this KPI is going up it means one thing, if that one’s
going down it means another, and so on. Your KPIs not only give you an
immediate sense of the overall health of your website, but also help to
highlight potential problems and point you in the right direction before
you delve deeper into your data looking for solutions.

Choosing effective KPIs

The main difference between the metrics you select as your KPIs and all
the other metrics you can get out of your web analytics software is that the
KPIs should be the ones most critical in measuring your site’s success.

In their document Web Analytics: Key metrics and KPIs (G Creese and
J Burby, Washington, DG, 2005), the Web Analytics Association (WAA)
defines a KPI in the context of web analytics as:

KPI (Key Performance Indicator): while a KPI can be either a count or a ratio,
itis frequently a ratio. While basic counts and ratios can be used by all Web
site types, a KPI is infused with business strategy — hence the term, ‘Key’
— and therefore the set of appropriate KPIs typically differs between site
and process types.
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Another thing to note is that the terms ‘KPI’ and ‘metric’ are often
used interchangeably. This is misleading because, although a KPI is
always a metric, a metric is not necessarily a KPI. So how do you tell the
difference?

KPIs are always clearly aligned to strategic business goals.

KPIs are defined by management: Decision makers have to identify, define
and take ownership of the key drivers of their organization’s success.
KPIs are tied to value drivers critical to achieving key business goals:
They should represent the ‘deal breakers’ in the pursuit of your
organizational goals.

KPIs need to be based on valid data: You only get out what you put in.
KPIs need to be quantifiable: You have to be able to measure your KPIs
in a consistent and meaningful way over time.

KPIs need to be easy to understand: They should be a barometer of your
site’s performance — a quick glance at your KPIs should tell anyone
in your organization, from management to trainee, how well your
website is performing.

KPIs can be influenced by, and used as triggers for, positive action: One of
the main values of KPIs is that they immediately highlight where your
organization ‘could do better’ and highlight areas where action is
required to get things back on track.

From a digital marketing perspective choosing the right KPIs is crucial to
monitoring your site’s performance effectively and allowing you to make
informed decisions for continuous improvement. But with a bewildering
array of different metrics to choose from, it’s also notoriously difficult to
pin down exactly what represents a KPI for your site.

If you find yourself struggling with this, it’s an area where a session
or two with a professional web analytics consultant could be money well
spent. Don’t let the consultant take over — you know your own business
better than the consultant ever will; rather, leverage the consultant’s
expertise with web metrics to help you define your own KPIs.

The important thing is that you end up with a manageable suite of KPIs
(usually numbering in the single figures) that together encapsulate the
performance of your website.
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Some generic web-based KPIs you may find useful

Conversion rate: This is the proportion of visitors to your site
who go on to perform a predefined action — such as complete
a purchase, subscribe to your online newsletter, register on the
forum, fill in an enquiry form or any other conversion factor
you’ve defined. Naturally the higher your conversion rate, the
more of your visitors are carrying out the actions you want them
to perform on the site, and the better your site’s performance
(to get an idea of some average conversion rates across a variety
of online business categories see http://index.fireclick.com).
Page views: Simple and straightforward, this is the number of
pages viewed by your visitors over a given period.

Absolute unique visitors: The number of individuals who visited
your site over a given period (as opposed to visitors, where each
returning visitor is counted again).

New vs returning visitors: The proportion of your visitors who have
been to your site before, assuming the analytics package can
recognize them (ie they accept and haven’t deleted cookies).
Bounce rate: The bounce rate is the number of people who arrive
on your site, scan the landing page and then leave immediately.
This is an important metric, because it can highlight either that
your traffic isn’t targeted enough (your keyword choices might
be too generic) or that your landing page design and content
aren’t delivering what the visitor expects.

Abandonment rate: Abandonment rate comes in a variety of
flavours — it basically highlights the proportion of your visitors
who start down a predefined conversion funnel (a series of pages
leading to a target action, or conversion) but bail out before
committing to the desired action. The classic example is visitors
dumping an e-commerce shopping cart before checking out, or
abandoning the checkout process.

Cost per conversion (CPC): This is basically a calculation of the
total cost of advertising (or of a particular advertising campaign
where you've tagged the ads so that your analytics software can
differentiate resulting traffic) divided by the total number of
conversions generated as a result.

There are plenty more. A look at the ‘dashboard’ or overview page
of your web analytics package of choice will offer plenty more, and
you’ll find literally hundreds of suggested KPIs online. In the end,
picking the metrics that are relevant as KPIs for your website is down
to you.
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Thinking outside the online box

One last thing to bear in mind: you don’t necessarily have to limit your
KPIs to the data being churned out by your web analytics software. In
fact it might be better not to. There are plenty of tools (starting with
the humble spreadsheet, right through to sophisticated customizable
enterprise KPI dashboard applications) that allow you to aggregate and
report on data from multiple sources. You may want to pull data from
your web analytics, your back-office financial database, your call centre
records, etc to build a more complete profile of your business and how
your website fits into the bigger picture.

Testing, investing, tweaking, reinvesting

While collecting and analysing statistics through web analytics is incred-
ibly powerful, it’s also inherently limited. It can tell you only what’s been
happening on your site; it can never tell you why it happened. That’s
where the human element come into play: the ability to analyse the what
and infer the why. There is almost always more than one explanation for
why your users are behaving in a certain way on your site.

Suppose, for example, you notice that the bounce rate for visitors
from a particular PPC campaign seems unusually high. That could mean
there’s a problem with the ad itself (copy appealing to an audience that’s
too generic) or the choice of keyword you’re bidding on (keyword choice
too generic to drive targeted traffic), or that the value proposition on
your landing page isn’t compelling enough.

The beauty of the web is that we can try ‘fixing’ these things one by
one and measure the results to pinpoint exactly where the problem lies.
Because we can measure everything, we can literally test each possible
variation, and use real data from actual visitors to our site to identify
which change delivers optimum results.

The role of testing in online marketing really can’t be overstated.
When you can measure, you can test, and when you can test you can make
changes based on actual visitor behaviour. You eliminate the guesswork,
which in turn eliminates much of the risk.

A/B split testing

The A/B split test is a familiar tool in the marketer’s arsenal. It basically
means running two different versions of an ad or a page and measuring
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the results to identify which version produces the best results. If you
conduct PPC campaigns you’re probably already familiar with A/B split
tests. The functionality to conduct this kind of testing is integrated into
the control panel of most, if not all, of the major PPC service providers.
You can also split-test your online display advertising on other sites, ad
networks and affiliate sites, and of course you can split-test landing pages
on your own website to see what works best.

The main problem with A/B split testing is that you can use it effectively
only to test variances in the impact of a single page element at a time.
Change more than one element, and you can’t be sure which change
was responsible for the change you see in the results. It’s very difficult
to conduct accurate tests that measure the impact of varying different
components on the same landing page and how the changes combine to
affect your visitor behaviour. Or, at least, it was until recently.

Multivariate testing — the “suck it and see’ approach to
landing page optimization

Enter multivariate testing, a process that enables website owners to test
multiple components on aweb page simultaneously in a live environment.
Think of it as conducting tens, hundreds or even thousands of A/B split
tests simultaneously, and being able to ascertain, based on real data from
real visitors to your site, which combination of the variables produces the
best results.

Multivariate testing is rapidly becoming the conversion optimization
method of choice among digital marketers, largely because it allows for far
more complex testing options than simple A/B split tests, delivers results
in a short space of time and can have a dramatic impact on conversion
rates.

For example, let’s sayyou had alanding page thatwas underperforming,
and you wanted to optimize it. To keep things simple, let’s say you wanted
to try out two different headlines, two different images, and whether to
use a text link or a ‘buy-now’ button as a call to action.

That’s 2 x 2 x 2 variation — or eight possible combinations to test. With
multivariate testing tools you simply set up a straightforward experiment
that will dynamically serve different variations of your page to your
visitors and record the corresponding conversions. At the end of the
experiment you’re presented with data showing how each of the different
combinations performed, allowing you to choose the most effective of
them and implement it permanently on your site.

There are numerous commercial tools available for conducting multi-
variate testing, including a tool called Website Optimizer from Google,
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which like its other products is absolutely free, making it an ideal place to
start. You’ll find it at www.google.com/websiteoptimizer, where you’ll also
find a wealth of tutorials, articles, online seminars and documentation to
help you get to grips with testing. If you’d prefer to recruit professional
help for your foray into multivariate testing, a quick search should turn
up web professionals in your area offering the service.

Action stations

Action! It’s a relatively small word that can have a huge impact. Without
action all of that theorizing, data collection and testing will yield insight —
but not results. Pretty graphs, trends, spreadsheets and experimentation
are all very well, but unless you translate what you learn into tangible,
measurable (that word again) action that will make a real difference to
your online ROI then it’s all just a theory.

Putting theory into practice means taking decisive action. That means
getting real commitment from all the stakeholders in your website:
commitment to take the intelligence gleaned through your analytics and
testing and use it to implement real changes to your website, to your
online and offline advertising creative, to when and where you buy your
online advertising — everything.

Change your site

When your tests reveal that something is working well, implement
changes to echo that success in other areas. Likewise, if your data point to
problems with your site, use that information to analyse and inform your
refinement of the user experience. Your data offer insight into what your
users want — give it to them, and you’ll see your site’s performance soar.

Change your advertising

Your analytics can give you powerful insight into what advertising is
working best for you online (and offline, if you use unique landing page
URLs in your offline ad campaigns). Use that information to inform your
investment decisions: the advertising creative you develop and where you
choose to place your online advertising media. Build tags into your online
creative so that your analytics can track individual ad performance, and
use the data to inform future online marketing investment.
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Harness the power of online data,
and watch your ROI take off

Time spent getting to grips with your web analytics, learning to use the
data to hone your understanding of your online consumers, is always time
well spent. Use the insight you gain to take decisive action, implement a
process of continuous improvement, and test before you invest, and you
can be confident your ROl is going to head in only one direction.

Measuring the internet
Richard Foan, Managing Director of ABCe

In order to measure something it is a good start to understand what
you are looking at. However, the internet is far from a tangible,
predictable entity. It has rapidly developed into an endless, living,
breathing organism that constantly extends under new guises.

Gone are the days of the internet being a collection of static web
pages. Now the internet extends across almost every platform and is
intertwined with nearly every medium. TV, radio and mobile are now
directly connected, literally, with the internet. Such is the change
that the terms “TV’ and ‘radio’ are fast becoming redundant in
exchange for the terms ‘video’ and ‘audio’ as the English language
evolves to keep up.

The fragmentation of media has created more niche audiences
than ever before. And they are constantly dividing and subdividing
and regrouping in many different forms at different levels on a
national, even global, scale. Citizen publishers have created a new
source of content. Publishers and broadcasters are now media
companies with a mixed content offering.

The effects of the fragmentation of media and emergence of Web
2.0, amongst other things, have made it increasingly challenging
for sample-based research to measure these fragmented audiences
accurately. For instance, there might be 1,000 people a month
who are regularly visiting a blog on gardening. These people have
distinctinterests and needs and may well be a very valuable audience.
However, in a country of approximately 70 million these people are
simply not being picked up.

That is not to say that progress isn’t being made. Over the past
two years nearly all the national newspaper brands have committed
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to publishing their monthly web traffic figures to industry agreed
standards. For the month of March 2008, the Mail, Financial Times,
Guardian, Mirror, Sun, Times and Telegraph all reported their web
traffic as audited by ABCe — an unprecedented number.

The Guardianrecorded over 18 million unique users/browsers for
March with, interestingly, nearly 8 million coming from the UK and
almost 11 million from the rest of the world. National newspaper
brands are leading the field with the frequency of reporting their
online properties. The men’s publishing sector is another keen to
demonstrate its digital reach. Titles including FHM, Loaded, Monkey,
NME, Nuts, the Sun Online, and Zoo all report their web traffic
through ABCe. Zoo, for instance, commanded 807,059 unique users/
browsers in January 2008 in addition to its total average print circu-
lation of 179,006 for the second part of 2007.

Clearly, multi-platform extensions for magazine brands are tap-
ping into new audiences, offering advertisers exciting cross-platform
options and opening up new revenue streams. Other sectors tapping
into the benefits from regular web traffic reporting include the
recruitment, business publishing, sport, automotive, lifestyle, travel,
consumer publishing, property and gaming sectors.

Publishers reporting their online traffic through ABCe to indus-
try agreed standards is a step forward, as greater transparency will
better inform advertiser and media agencies in their decisions when
allocating advertising budgets.

However, Web 2.0 and the natural development of the internet
have brought a host of new opportunities and challenges for measur-
ing the internet in the shape of blogs, video, audio, RSS feeds,
podcasts, and so the list goes on.

For many years the Joint Industry Committee for Web Standards in
the UK and Ireland (JICWEBS) has worked to ensure independent
development and ownership of standards for measuring site-
centric, transactional web data. The body, whose members include
the Internet Advertising Bureau (IAB), the Institute of Practitioners
in Advertising (IPA), the Incorporated Society of British Advertisers
(ISBA), the Newspaper Publishers’ Association (NPA), the News-
paper Society (NS) and the Association of Online Publishers
(AOP), has moved fast to agree and evolve measurement standards
for developing media against which ABCe can audit.

Right now the TV, radio and mobile industry sectors are making
positive steps to establish industry-backed measurement standards
to help quantify online audiences. Broadcasters have been swift
to make moves to measure video delivered over the internet. In
2007 the major broadcasters came together to form the Broadband
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Measurement Working Group (BMWG) to develop a common
approach for measuring online video content viewing to deliver
accountability to rights holders. The group, chaired by Ron
Coomber, is made up from the BBC, BSkyB, BT Vision, Channel
4, Five, ITV, Virgin Media and industry body the IPA, as well as
ABCe. The UK TV audience measurement body the Broadcasters’
Audience Research Board (BARB) also joins the meetings as an
observer. The group has tasked ABCe to develop a rights metric
for measuring content delivered over IPTV, including simulcast,
streams and downloads. The rights metric will enable broadcasters
to measure and report video content to a consistent and agreed
standard for those rights holders.

Broadcasters clearly feel that video over the internet has reached
a point where a reliable measurement tool is needed. This is
particularly important for commercial broadcasters who are invest-
ing a great deal in developing a variety of video-on-demand services
and will need to generate revenue from video advertising to sustain
their businesses.

Whilst BARB is investigating other techniques to be able to assess
the people side (who is watching), the BMWG project could provide
granular information on the screen side (what the equipment is
being used for). A common goal would be to connect these two
types of information when an appropriate means is agreed upon.

Industry agreed standards for measuring simulcast, streams and
downloads over the internet will add the vital element of trust in
the medium, enabling advertisers, broadcasters and rights holders
to use them with the professionalism and confidence of traditional
TV advertising.

Another sector keen to measure its online presence is the mobile
industry. This year the GSM Association (GSMA), the global mobile
operators association, charged ABCe to develop and deliver industry
agreed standards for the reporting of all web traffic over mobile.
The move to establish industry-backed mobile metrics has been
initiated by the demand from operators and advertisers for effective
reporting and accountability in order to secure investment and to
justify driving media budgets to mobile.

ABCe will make its recommendations on the project to the UK
industry standards body, JICWEBS, which will ratify that the measures
meet the industry agreed needs. Clearly mobile has a tremendous
capacity to deliver as a marketing channel, but this is dependent on
the mobile industry’s ability to provide reliable usage data to justify
the interest. It is hoped that this project will help deliver the missing
link.
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Whilst the project will focus on the UK market, the GSMA is a
global association and has the ambitions to deliver standards in
other countries, so the scale of the project is potentially very large
indeed. ABCe champions the phrase ‘global standards for local
markets’ as a mantra for internet measurement with localized
reporting rules. Obviously the internet is a global medium and
so the international implications can’t be ignored. In fact, global
measurement structures are helpful. The International Federation
of Audit Bureaux of Circulations (IFABC) draws together ABCe’s
sister organizations across the globe to implement constructive
international measurement initiatives.

However, advertising budgets, for which internet measurement is
largely required, are still determined in local markets and so require
measurement for individual territories. Furthermore, different
countries often have dissimilar methods of measuring traditional
media, which has shaped the practices for measurement of digital
media to allow a level of comparison. Whilst an international focus
is essential, localized standards are paramount.

Another sector heavily affected by the growth of the internet is the
radio industry. Increasing numbers of people are listening online,
and sooner or later these people will have to be accounted for. Radio
Joint Audience Research (RAJAR) has recently announced that it is
turning to an online diary system to record listener numbers, and
it will be interesting to see what proportion of listeners consume
content online.

However, a sample-based approach can go only so far on its own.
Nothing makes this point more patently clear than comparing
sample-and transaction-based data for supposedly the same websites.
The most recent figures for arsenal.com are a case in point. ABCe
recorded 2,504,308 unique users/browsers (ie devices connecting
to that site), comScore recorded 1,774,000 unique visitors and
Nielsen/NetRatings reported a unique audience of 311,485 for
user traffic on the football club’s website in the same one-month
period.

One option is to tie transaction data to sample-based data —
potentially securing the best of both worlds. Nielsen Online, Survey
Interactive, Stir in Holland, Agof in Germany, CIM in Belgium and
Gemius in Poland and Israel are already fusing transaction data with
sample-based data, in addition to following the total activity through
websites in the territories. With modelling, these organizations are
creating an impressive, bigger picture of online activity.

The UK market, however, is considerably trickier to ring-fence.
The sheer number of media and their international focus present
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a number of challenges. With English the common language in
business, online and across most of the Western world, traffic on
English-speaking websites can have a considerable international
following. For instance, millions upon millions of US-based web
users visit UK-based websites and vice versa. Again, Spanish-speaking
South American countries may have difficulty separating web users
along political boundaries, owing to the shared language facilitating
internet activity on an international basis.

With audience and channel fragmentation rife, the one thing
that can shed light on users is IP addresses for a single visit. Whether
someone is using instant messaging, looking at a blog or website,
receiving an RSS feed, or watching streaming video content (to name
afew of the multiple options) the one thing thatidentifies a machine
and tracks activity is IP addresses. Tracking online behaviour based
on IP addresses could potentially make online the best measured
medium out there. However, the major challenge here is that IP
addresses aren’t permanently fixed to a specific computer.

The current industry agreed approach of using IP and user agent
data to underpin the unique user/browser metric helps get closer
to the number of devices used. The important principle is to be
transparent in the definitions used and encourage compatibility
through standards.

Taking measurement of the internet to its ultimate, and arguably
too far, would be for humans to have a specific unique IP address,
so every time people logged on to the internet they would input
their code, possibly by iris recognition. Obviously there are a host of
privacy issues and social factors that make this ‘1984’-style solution
unlikely ever to be realized. The furore around the debate of
whether UK citizens should carry ID cards just goes to show the
likely level of resistance.

In truth, measurement of the media has always had to compromise,
and it probably always will. This applies to online measurement as
well as offline.

The immediate challenge is for ABCe and the media industry to
continue to build a critical mass of online media reporting its traffic
data to industry agreed standards. In recent years a host of new and
traditional media owners have opened up to reporting their digital
audience data to industry agreed standards through ABCe, and the
momentum continues to build.

The more media owners that report their online audience data,
the better the result will be for everyone. Improved standards of
online measurement will result in better insight and an increase in
confidence in the medium.
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With considerable budgets being invested online from advertisers
and media owners, the commercial interest around the internet has
never beensogreat. The bestagencies have grasped the opportunities
for brands in Web 2.0, and media owners are increasingly relying on
online as a central business pillar. Online is no longer an add-on or
a testing ground. Instead it has become a central part of business
plans.

The media industry has now truly recognized the benefits of
trusted industry approved data as part of the process of monetizing
online media, and 2008 is set to be the year when this approach
comes into its own.

Case study: MINI - the White Rabbit

In August 2006 Profero launched a teaser campaign for the new MINI. The
campaign demonstrates a unique and innovative concept that pushes the
boundaries of online advertising and blurs the separation between a creative and
a media idea.

Enticing users to break from their daily surfing habits, the campaign encourages
users to join MINI for a random adventure into the world wide web. Inspired by
Alice in Wonderland, ‘White Rabbit’ takes every user on an unexpected journey to
a range of eccentric British websites, from one dedicated to the best roundabouts
of Britain to one for a handlebar moustache appreciation society.

The campaign was targeted to an adventurous audience who enjoy discovering
new content on the web. The first execution shows a White MINI emerging from
the ad, spinning around on the site and taunting the user as it sits there, rewving
when the user rolls over the execution, with simple copy stating ‘This is not the
way to the MINI site.” Instead of taking the conventional route to the MINI site,
users are taken through a virtual porthole by the MINI, which lands on to the
homepage of one of the many carefully selected sites. Users can choose either
to browse the site or be taken through a second porthole to continue the MINI
adventure. With four destinations within one journey and three unique journeys
created, the user is always taken on a new adventure.

On the day the campaign launched, 33 blogs raved about this new adventure
that MINI had produced and commented on the excitement that the campaign had
injected back into what had become the mundane habit of surfing the internet.

Results

This campaign was a perfect match between the online experience and the MINI
experience. Its success can be measured by the fact that it won eight prestigious
awards, among them a Gold Cyber Lion, November 2006 BIMA Winner Best
Interactive Campaign, December 2006 Epica Awards Best Campaign, and March
2007 Future Marketing Awards Winner for both Best Internet Campaign and Best
Internet Innovation.
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Agency quote

Jamie Coomber, Account Director/Digital Strategist: “‘We wanted to bring sponta-
neity and a sense of excitement through discovery back to the internet, and MINI
was the perfect brand to bring that to life. The end result was an idea that was fun,
simple and allowed the users to experience the true values of MINI.’

Client quote

Ysabel Vazquez, National Communications Manager: ‘This totally fresh idea really
captured the thought that every journey in a MINI feels like an adventure and
translated it perfectly by exploiting the online media channel. It's a big idea that
could only have been created online.’

Campaign URL

http://www.profero.com/whiterabbit

Campaign credits

MINI National Communications Manager: Ysabel Vazquez
Profero Account Director/Digital Strategist: Jamie Coomber
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Figure 5.2 MINI's ‘White Rabbit’ teaser campaign invited visitors to follow the
new MINI on a whistle stop tour of a selection of unique British websites




E-mail marketing

The new information technology, internet and e-mail, have practically elimin-
ated the physical costs of communications.
(Peter Drucker)

E-mail marketing has been called the original social networking tool and I
could not agree move. If you think about social networks in general, email
plays a large role in them.

(Simms Jenkins, author of The Truth about Email Marketing)

We forget that the RSS-centric world we live in isn’t the one many (and
probably most) of our customers live in. That’s why the old-fashioned occa-
sional email update — which gives people the juiciest bits and leaves out the
rest — still has so much power.

(Matt Linderman, Signal vs. Noise)

Our chapter pledge to you

When you reach the end of this chapter you’ll have answers to the
following questions:

What is e-mail marketing and how can it benefit my business?

How can I make sure my e-mail marketing campaign won’t be seen as
spam?

How can e-mail marketing tools help me?

How can I use technology to manage my customers?
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How can I write effective copy for my e-mail marketing campaign?
What are the main design considerations when crafting an e-mail?
How can I test a campaign’s success?

The new direct mail

E-mail marketing is one of the most powerful elements in your digital
marketing toolbox. It lets you communicate easily with your customers on
a personal level through a universally accepted digital medium. Choosing
the right approach for your e-mail marketing communications is, of
course, key. Unsophisticated mass-marketing techniques, or anything
that smacks of e-mail spam, are likely to be ignored, that’s if they make it
to your prospect’s inbox at all.

Think of the junk mail that arrives through your letterbox every day.
Most of that gets thrown out, unread, and in many cases unopened. A
scene in the 1991 Steve Martin comedy LA Storydepicts the main character,
Harris Telemacher, watching a never-ending barrage of junk mail pouring
through his letterbox. He nonchalantly kicks a wastepaper basket under
the unwanted stream of promotional bunkum and continues eating his
breakfast. While exaggerated, it’s a scenario many of us can empathize
with — and an apt analogy for what’s happening with electronic mail
today.

Naturally, as e-mail started to become integrated into our business
and personal lives, so the mass marketers turned their attention to the
new medium. Junk paper mail became junk virtual mail. But whether
it’s online or in the ‘real world’, if your business becomes associated with
streams of junk mail (or spam) it will destroy your credibility. People will
either ignore your electronic missives or filter them out before they even
arrive.

Despite the proliferation of spam and the fact that most people’s
inboxes today are bursting with irrelevant and unsolicited messages, e-
mail can still be used as a beneficial and effective marketing tool that delivers
real value, both to your customers and to your business.

Customers will still open your e-mail

The truth is, many customers will welcome regular e-mail communications
from your business, in the same way as they may welcome the occasional
traditional or ‘snail’ mail offering a money-off voucher for their favourite
store. They’ll open an e-mail containing a newsletter or promotion from
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you, as long as they recognize your brand, are expecting to receive communication
Jfrom you, and are confident it will contain something of value to them. The key is
to make these messages relevant and interesting for your chosen audience;
fail in that, and unfortunately your message is destined for the virtual
recycling bin.

E-mail marketing can be a tricky field to navigate effectively. You have
to simultaneously respect your customers’ right to privacy, protect your
brand, and ultimately maintain your value proposition over time. It’s very
easy for your carefully cultivated e-mail prospects to unsubscribe from
your mailing list, and once you’ve lost them they’re probably gone for
good.

What exactly is e-mail marketing?

E-mail marketing is a fusion of marketing savvy and imaginative copy.
In its simplest form, it’s an e-mail sent to a customer list that usually
contains a sales pitch and a ‘call to action’. This could be as simple as
encouraging the customer to click on a web link embedded in the e-mail.
Some examples of e-mail marketing campaigns are:

a hotel promoting a special summer discount;

a recruitment company informing business clients about a free
seminar;

a gadget store offering a money-off code to be used at its online
checkout;

a fitness centre offering members a special printout voucher that
entitles the bearer to bring a friend along for free;

a beverage company encouraging people to download a game that
integrates into the user’s Facebook or MySpace profile.

You can also use e-mail when you don’t have anything specific to market,
as a mechanism to maintain consumer engagement, strengthen your
brand and add credibility to your business. In fact, even in the Web 2.0
world of blogs, social networks and RSS feeds, e-mail newsletters are
still incredibly popular and offer a very effective way to get your brand
out in front of your list of prospects on a regular basis. Examples might
include:

an accountancy firm keeping in touch with its clients by informing
them about changes in tax legislation;
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a weekly newsletter from a public relations company that contains
interesting snippets of industry news and web links to longer
articles;

a daily digest or breaking-news alert from an online newspaper;
ayoung-adult book publisher using e-mail marketing to promote free
and exclusive screensavers, ring tones and wallpapers to its young
readers.

Because e-mail is an incredibly cost-effective communications medium,
when used effectively it can deliver an excellent return on investment
(ROI).

E-mail marketing tools

When it comes to managing and sending your marketing e-mail, you
probably won’t want to rely on your standard desktop e-mail client to
do the job. While it’s a perfectly feasible approach for very small lists,
as more people subscribe to your e-mail offering it will quickly become
cumbersome and unmanageable.

What you need instead is one of the many customized e-mail marketing
systems out there. These can be software you install on your local machine,
software you run on your own server, or a software-as-a-service (SAAS)
offering hosted by an online service provider. These systems let you
manage your e-mail list and craft your design templates for your messages
and, most importantly, help you to track your e-mail campaigns.

Some of the functions e-mail marketing tools can provide (and this is
not an exhaustive list) include:

easy-to-use tools that let you create and work from e-mail templates
without having to be a technical expert;

testing tools that allow you to check that your message will make it
past major spam filters;

tracking tools that show how many people have ignored, opened or
responded to your e-mail (more about this is mentioned in detail
towards the end of the chapter);

personalization tools that let you modify the content dynamically to
individuals or specific target profiles on your list.

Customer relationship management

It’s no good using e-mail marketing tools if you don’t know who you’re
sending your e-mails to. Customer relationship management (CRM) is a
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Figure 6.1 E-mail marketing specialists like EmaillLabs (www.emaillabs.
com) offer hosted solutions to manage every aspect of your e-mail
marketing campaigns

business concept that has been around for about 25 years. It’s the art, if
you will, of keeping your customers happy and maintaining an ongoing
personal relationship with them. Let’s say you run a small grocery shop
in an equally small neighbourhood. Over time you’ll get to know your
regular customers, their likes and dislikes, and what other products they
might be interested in trying, etc. Larger businesses struggle to maintain
that sort of personal connection with consumers, and that’s where CRM
comes in.

For instance, if you keep a record of the products or services customers
have bought from you in the past, what they’ve looked at on your website
and how often they’ve contacted you, you can merge thatinformation with
the relevant demographic details and then, using CRM technology, you
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can track and anticipate what those customers are likely to be interested
in. The result? Relevant, targeted marketing that is much more likely to
convert.

When it comes to e-mail marketing, CRM can help you segment your
list, allowing you to focus highly targeted campaigns to the customers
most likely to respond. You can fine-tune your e-mail offering and align
it with your customers’ purchase history. The possibilities are virtually
endless.

If your business already uses CRM systems for more traditional
marketing, then you should be able to incorporate that information
into your e-mail marketing strategy. Some CRM systems cater for e-mail
campaigns as part of their feature set, while others integrate with your
chosen e-mail marketing solution.

We’ll talk about technology where appropriate as we progress through
the chapter, but ultimately e-mail marketing tools will prove effective
only if you, as a digital marketer, spend time developing the right e-mail
strategy for your business and execute it in the right way.

Before you start

Before you begin planning your e-mail marketing campaign, there
are a number of things you need to consider from practical and legal
perspectives.

Gathering your e-mail list

As we mentioned earlier, people won’t respond to seemingly random e-
mail communications: they won’t even open them. So before you can do
any e-mail marketing you’re going to need to build up a list of customers
who are willing to receive e-mail communications from your business.
The best way to do that is to encourage them to opt in to receiving your
e-mails at every opportunity.

In Chapter 3, we mentioned that your website is the hub of your digital
marketing world. It’s also the ideal place to capture e-mail addresses for
your opt-in mailing list. You can place a simple, prominent form on your
website encouraging visitors to sign up for regular e-mail updates, the
latest special offers or any other value proposition that will resonate with
your audience.

You can rent e-mail lists to try to recruit new customers, but make sure
that the organization providing you with the list is a member of your
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country’s direct marketing association or similar, and ensure that its anti-
spam and privacy policy is clearly outlined. Anyone on these lists should
have opted in to receiving third-party e-mails from companies like yours.
You’ll also need to check whether anyone on that list has previously asked
to be taken off your own mailing list.

Another way to attract opt-in is when a customer completes some kind
of transaction on your website, like purchasing a product, downloading
a whitepaper or requesting additional information. By making an e-mail
address a mandatory component of the transaction you can add to your
e-mail list. Legalities vary here, but in many cases, including in the UK,
it’s fine to send marketing e-mails to people once they’ve completed a
transaction with you — as long as you’ve given them the option to decline.
This is referred to as a ‘soft opt-in’. And remember, every marketing e-
mail you send out must provide the recipient with a straightforward way
to unsubscribe from your mailing list — an opt-out, if you like.

Legal requirements

Another crucial factor is, of course, to be familiar with the law in your
jurisdiction. Sending unsolicited e-mail out to random consumers will
breach spam legislation in most Western countries. Anti-spam laws are
there to enforce ethical e-mail marketing practices that respect customer
data and privacy. Legitimate businesses will follow the laws, but spammers
are hard to trace. They will typically use underhanded techniques to
harvest e-mail addresses and send large volumes of unsolicited e-mails.

Astonishingly, about 80 to 95 per cent of e-mail traffic today is spam
(News.com, 12 December 2007, http://tinyurl.com/5veq4w). The
practice continues because: 1) it costs practically nothing to send
a marketing e-mail to millions of people on a list; 2) even the tiniest
conversion rate turns a profit for the spammers; and 3) most spam can’t
be traced, and originates outside the relevant jurisdictions.

Just in case you hadn’t picked up the vibe, we’ll spell it out: spam is
bad. It’s against the law, and what’s more it annoys the very people you’re
hoping to connect with —your future customers. When you’re just starting
out and don’t have much of an optin list, it can be tempting. Don’t do
it!

Anti-spam legislation in the United States

In the United States, the CAN-SPAM Act (Controlling the Assault of Non-
Solicited Pornography and Marketing Act) came into effect on 1 January
2004. The Federal Trade Commission has a fact sheet, accessible at www.



E-mail marketing 139

ftc.gov/spam, outlining legal requirements for businesses sending e-
mails. The main points include:

Recipients must be able to opt out of receiving future e-mails, and
such actions must be processed within 10 business days.

The source of the e-mail must be traceable.

Subject lines must not be deceptive.

Your full postal address must be included.

Apart from fines of up to $11,000 for violation of any of these terms,
there are additional fines for using spammers’ techniques including
automatically generating e-mail addresses or harvesting them from the
web.

Anti-spam legislation in Europe

The Privacy and Electronic Communications (EC Directive) Regulations
2003 are the overriding anti-spam legislation. You’ll find that individual
countries will interpret the law in their own ways, and you’ll need to take
data protection legislation into account too.

In the UK, you can download a fact sheet for marketers from the
Information Commissioner’s Office website at www.ico.gov.uk. This
clearly outlines, in Q&A form, what digital marketers can and can’t do
with e-mail. As we’ve mentioned, having the recipient opt in to marketing
messages is crucial (but don’t forget the ‘soft opt-in’, which means that
once you’ve collected contact details from people who've bought a
product or service from you or expressed an interest then you can go
ahead and market to them as long as they’ve been given an easy way to
opt out).

Logistical problems

Sometimes the mail doesn’t get through. There is a variety of reasons why
your e-mails may not arrive in your customers’ inboxes. They may have
been inadvertently or incorrectly categorized as spam by the internet
service provider (ISP) or filtered into a junk mail folder by a web-based
or desktop e-mail client. Spam filters are so aggressive these days that
people may not even see much spam in their inbox, but an overzealous
spam filter can sometimes intercept legitimate mail too.

For customers this seems great, but it does mean that they’re missing
out on potentially useful and informative e-mails —like your latest missive!
In internet lingo, whenever a legitimate e-mail is blocked it’s referred
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to as a ‘false positive’. For your e-mail marketing campaign these false
positives can be a real setback. Even discovering that your bona fide opt-
in marketing e-mail is being blocked can be tricky, and resolving the
problem can be difficult, especially when you’ve followed the rules to the
letter.

Your best bet is to avoid the spam trap problem from the start by making
sure your e-mails don’t look and read like spam. If your e-mail software
has an option to test how well your message will fare with spam filters,
use it, and change anything that it flags as suspect. You should also make
sure that all of your e-mail can be traced back to a valid IP address from
areputable host. If you do that, there’s no real reason for your e-mails to
be blocked.

An organization called the Spamhaus Project (www.spamhaus.org)
works to track and block spammers, and you’ll find more information on
why legitimate e-mails can sometimes be blacklisted on their website.

E-mail formats

Another reason your e-mails may not be seen is that you’re sending them
outin a format that your recipients’ e-mail clients — the software or website
used to read and reply to e-mails — don’t recognize. This isn’t as much of
a problem as it used to be, because the adoption of internet standards has
improved significantly, and almost all mail clients today will handle rich
text or HTML e-mail unless the user has specified otherwise.

When you send out your marketing e-mail, you can normally choose to
send it in its most basic plain text form (with no formatting). You can then
be pretty certain that all clients can read it. One step up from plain text is
rich text format, which allows you to format the text with font sizes, colours,
bold and italics, and allows recipients to click on web links. This looks
better than plain text and can be very effective for simple informational
newsletters.

The most sophisticated e-mails are built using HTML (the same code
that developers use to build web pages). This essentially means that your
e-mail can look exactly like a regular web page, complete with images,
web links and all the rest. Images aren’t sent with the e-mail, but are
usually pulled in from a web server when the e-mail is viewed. HTML e-
mails can tie in with the look and feel of your website, which is great news
if you’re looking for brand continuity and a seamless user experience
when your prospects click through to a landing page!

Some e-mail clients (and web-based e-mail like Hotmail and Gmail
fall into this category) automatically block external images for security
reasons, but allow recipients to override the setting for mail from people
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that they trust. Even so, you’ll probably want to make sure that your
message is clear without images, just in case. Use images to augment the
main message of your e-mail, but make sure your value proposition and
call to action are clearly outlined in text form.

Generally you won’t need to worry about sending different versions
of your e-mails to different customers. A standard called Multipurpose
Internet Mail Extensions (MIME) allows you to send messages out in
‘multipart’ format. This means your recipient’s e-mail client will be able
to view the message in the best way it can, and if recipients prefer to
receive text-only e-mails then that’s what they’ll see.

Planning your campaign

As we’ve covered in the strategy chapter (Chapter 2), you need to know
whatyou want out of your overall digital marketing campaign. Specifically,
when it comes to your e-mail campaign, you’ll need to define who you are
targeting, why, and what you want out of it. Do you want to generate more
sales? Or are you looking to maintain a relationship with your customers
by keeping them up to date with the business? It’s important to be specific
here and to make sure that your e-mail marketing strategy feeds into your
overall business goals.

Digital CRM can help you to segment your customers and to target a
specific group of them with a certain offer if that makes sense. You can
also deliver personalized content to them, and you should endeavour
to personalize all of your e-mail marketing as much as you can. At its
most basic, this involves using the customer’s name at the start of the
e-mail, but more sophisticated software will allow you to pull in tailored
dynamic content based on a particular user’s profile. For example, an e-
mail from an airline could highlight the number of frequent flyer points
a particular customer has left to spend before they expire, or an online
bookshop could recommend new books based on what a customer has
recently purchased.

Good e-mail design is also important here. It makes sense to establish
some brand continuity between your e-mail templates and your website
design, so that every aspect of your digital marketing campaign works
together seamlessly. Remember though that the content is paramount,
and while your design should look good it should complementrather than
compete with your content for the readers’ attention. Make your content
punchy, scannable and engaging, and don’t forget the all-important call
to action.
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You should also take the frequency of the e-mails you send out as part
of a campaign into account. People don’t want to be bombarded with
marketing e-mails — even ones they’ve opted in for. Sometimes it can be
hard to predict exactly how often you should send out marketing e-mails
and when, in fact, is the best day or time to send them, which is why it’s
so vital to track and analyse how your campaign is progressing. If you
notice people suddenly starting to unsubscribe from your mailing lists,
ask yourself what’s gone wrong. Perhaps you've been sending out too
many e-mails or have changed their format. Whatever it is, keep a close
eye on your e-mail campaigns and try to rectify any problems quickly. If
you don’t, your marketing e-mail may be perceived as spam, and that’s
damaging not just for your e-mail marketing but for the broader online
reputation of your business.

Dos and don’ts of an e-mail
marketing campaign

Take a look in your own inbox; look at the array of newsletters and
marketing e-mails you’ve signed up to receive. Do any of them jump out
at you and scream ‘Read me’? Why? What was it about that particular
message that made you want to open it? Are there any e-mails you've
signed up for that you actively look forward to receiving? Analyse the
marketing e-mails in your own inbox, deconstruct them, and apply what
your learn to your own e-mail marketing campaign.

There are some best-practice guidelines, many of them based on
common-sense principles and, of course, putting the consumer first.
The ones we’re listing cover design, copy and delivery of your e-mails.
This certainly isn’t a definitive list; and of course, as with everything else
in digital marketing, some of these ‘rules’ are more relevant in some
circumstances than in others —so feel free to interpret these as they apply
in your particular case. As your e-mail marketing campaigns evolve, you’ll
naturally start to find what works best for you. After all, nobody knows
your business or your customers like you do.

E-mail design

Many of the same usability principles that apply in website design will
relate to e-mail template design, particularly if you’re using HTML to
construct your e-mails. You will want your message to display consistently
and effectively across as many computers and e-mail clients as possible.
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People will be viewing their e-mails using different screen widths, and
they’ll be using e-mail clients that display messages in different forms.
Test your templates on as many different platforms as possible to make
sure they work.

Of course, a strong design is only one part of the story, but it is an
important one and works to make a positive first impression. Keep things
simple and follow the dos and don’ts below to enhance your message:

Do think in terms of ‘above the fold’: just like a newspaper folded in
half, the top of your e-mail needs to capture the recipients’ attention
immediately. You don’t want to force them to scroll through a page of
text before they reach your once-in-a-lifetime offer announcement.
Make sure you get to the good stuff early. Remember, too, that some
e-mail clients will show a ‘preview’ of the message below the subject
line. Where possible you need to engage your prospects in the first
couple of lines.

Don’t clutter your e-mail message with images, because a lot of e-mail
clients will block images by default. Your recipient should be able
to read your message and call to action without relying on images.
Images are there to support and enhanceyour message; they shouldn’t
bethe message. Don’t simply scan in the company brochure and plonk
it into the e-mail —it’s a recipe for disaster!

Do think of your corporate identity and how this should extend into
the design of your e-mail. Your business should have a consistent
brand identity. Your e-mail marketing message should complement
your brand image perfectly. This is especially true if the reader clicks
through from your e-mail to your website. You want the experience to
flow seamlessly between the two.

Do work out the most popular e-mail clients among your target
audience, and design your mails accordingly. Doing so will ensure that
the vast majority of them will see your e-mail correctly. Remember to
test your e-mail by sending it to a variety of different web-based e-mail
accounts, and use a number of common clients like AOL, Apple Mail,
Mozilla Thunderbird, Windows Mail and Microsoft Outlook to view
your e-mail before sending it to your list.

Do remember mobile users. More people are using Blackberrys,
iPhones and other mobile digital devices to access their e-mail while
on the road. They may not be able to view the entire subject line of
your e-mail and may also be limited by small screen size when they
click through to the mail. It’s vital for mobile users that your message
works in text form and that you ‘hook’ them with killer content really
early.
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Don’t put fancy videos, music and Flash animation in your e-mails.
For a start they’re distracting, and because of the inherent security
threat of active content they can be blocked by firewalls (software
that helps to shield your computer from internet nasties). If you want
to promote using rich media content, use your e-mail as a vehicle to
encourage recipients to click through to it on your website rather
than embedding it in the mail itself.

Do remember that if you sketch out (on paper or in Photoshop) what
your e-mail message should look like, it needs to be converted into
HTML. Your web designer should be working with you to ensure that
the design will work as a functional e-mail.

Dobe consistent. Make sure your template maintains some consistency
between e-mails. Most e-mail marketing tools let you create templates
that you can use to format your e-mail consistently over and over
again.

Don’tsend attachments, like PDFs or word documents, in your e-mails.
People are naturally suspicious of e-mail attachments sent out to lots
of people, and with good reason. It’s also not a good idea to ‘push’
content out to people. If you have a file you want to make available
(perhaps a new brochure or whitepaper) it’s much better to provide
a link in the e-mail to a web page where your prospects can choose to
download it if they so wish.

Do provide a link for the person to unsubscribe. This is a legal
requirement. If the person can’t click the link, make sure it’s clearly
spelled out so that they can copy and paste it into their browser. Some
people will automatically respond to the e-mail and use the word
‘unsubscribe’ in the subject line or e-mail body, so try to incorporate
a way to pick those up, if you can.

Don’tforget to link to your website’s privacy policy. If you are tracking
stuff in your e-mail (such as how many people are actually opening
it, etc), then you’ll need to point that out in your privacy policy
and reassure your readers you won’t be using the data for nefarious
means.

E-mail copy

While the design and look of your e-mail are important, it’s the copy
that’s going to galvanize people into action. Beneath the gloss and the
sheen, you'll need to write compelling, engaging copy to get results. Our
top things for writing great e-mail content are:

Do think of a catchy subject line that clearly outlines what the e-mail is
about and encourages the recipient to open it. Don’t try to be too
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clever — clever headlines can be ambiguous, and ambiguous e-mails
don’t get read. Your headline should be descriptive, yet compelling,
which can be a tricky combination to pull off — but if you manage it
you’ll see your e-mail open rates soar. Also remember that some e-mail
clients (including Gmail) let people preview the first sentence or two
of their e-mail before they open it — giving you another opportunity
to grab their attention.

Don’t assume people know what you're talking about. Your customers
aren’t stupid, and you shouldn’t treat them as such, but they’re busy
and will tend to scan through your e-mail quickly. You need to make
sure your value proposition and call to action are crystal clear and that
key elements of your message (including links back to your website)
stand out from the body of your e-mail.

Do get someone else to proofread the e-mail before you send it out.
Read it in its final, HTML form. Then proofread it again. Make sure
as many other people as possible in the business read your e-mail to
ensure that it’s accurate not only in terms of spelling and punctuation
but also in terms of the content. Check prices, dates and contact
details. Then check them again!

Don’tgo crazy. Multiple exclamation marks, overuse of capitals (seen in
the internet world as shouting!) and desperate pleas will turn people
off and may also flag your message as spam, which means it won’t
reach your prospects at all. Avoid overzealous use of punctuation and
formatting, not just in the body but in the subject line too.

Do mention your company name in the ‘From’ field.

Do follow through. It’s not worth enticing people to your website
with a killer e-mail offer only for them to discover all sorts of terms,
conditions and caveats when they arrive. Make your offers genuine,
and follow through with them when people respond; otherwise
there’ll be no second time.

Don’t use long paragraphs. Keep text short and punchy. Long
paragraphs can be unwieldy unless they’re exceptionally well written.
They’re difficult to write well, and when written poorly they're
difficult to read, so people don’t read them. Keep your paragraphs
and sentences short and punchy. It will give your content life and
energy and will zip people through your e-mail quickly.

Do think about tone. Be approachable. E-mail is a business tool, but
messages tend to be on the informal side. That informality can be even
more important in a marketing e-mail. Be personal and approachable.
Write as if addressing an individual rather than an audience. You may
be sending it out to thousands of people, but each person is reading
it as an individual. Use a conversational style, as if you're interacting
with the other person face to face.
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Do provide as many details about where the e-mail has come from as
possible. Always use your company’s domain name to send the e-mail,
and provide full contact details for your business within the body of
your message.

Don’t use scare tactics. Never flag e-mails as ‘high priority’ or ‘urgent’
if they’re not. It can alarm people, and they won’t appreciate it when
they open your message to find just another ‘one-time-only’ offer.

E-mail delivery

Do keep your e-mail list ‘clean’. Unsubscribe notifications need to be
applied to your mailing list regularly — automatically where possible,
butyou should also monitor for unsubscribe requests that fall through
the automatic listmanagement net. If you discover that an address
on your list is bouncing regularly (ie the messages are undeliverable),
then investigate why, and if the address is dead prune it from your list
(don’t remove it immediately, as e-mail downtime is more common
than you might think).

Do be prepared for an onslaught of replies when you launch your
campaign, such as ‘out of office’ autoresponders and ‘unsubscribe’
requests, as soon as your e-mail starts hitting people’s inboxes.

Do investigate any irregularities. Make sure your e-mail definitely got
out OK by sending it to a few ‘test’ or ‘seed’ e-mail addresses of your
own. If a lot of mail bounces, check that an ISP or webmail provider
isn’t blocking your e-mail. If it is, contact your e-mail service provider
immediately to get the situation resolved.

Do remember to use the BCC (blind carbon copy) field if you choose
to use a regular e-mail client to send e-mail to small lists. You don’t
want people seeing everyone else’s e-mail address!

Measuring your success

Analysing the success of your first campaign can provide you with valuable
data that can shed light on how you progress and evolve future campaigns.
You can use your e-mail marketing tools to analyse:

1. approximately how many people opened the e-mail (called the open
rate);

2. when people typically opened your e-mail;

3. what links people tended to click on (the click-through rate);



E-mail marketing 147

4. the percentage of people who opened the e-mail who then went on
to click through to the website (the click-to-open rate);

who never opens e-mails;

the types of e-mails with the best conversion rates;

e-mails that regularly bounce;

how many people unsubscribed to your message;

which e-mail clients or providers blocked your messages;

how frequently a series of e-mails is opened by a particular sub-
scriber.

CLRPIT O

Target your campaigns

The more data you have on your subscribers, the more you can split and
segment them into niche groups that you can target with more specific
campaigns, as long as your set-up can support it.

If you have a complex business with a wide array of different customers,
investing in a sophisticated CRM system will let you build an even more
detailed profile of your customer base and of their purchasing behaviour.
By linking your customers’ accounts (if they have registered on your
website) to other databases within your business and ‘mining’ customer
data from a variety of sources, you can get an increasingly granular view
and can target ever more relevant messages to particular subsections of
your e-mail list.

Test your techniques

To gauge the success of a potential e-mail campaign, you can also run
A/B split tests with a small group of subscribers. Have two (or more)
versions of the e-mail that communicate the same message in different
ways (a different subject line, for example), and see which one is more
effective. Then analyse the results and send the one with the best result
to the entire list.

Still a vital component of
digital marketing

The beauty of e-mail marketing is that it lets you deliver your message
directly to an individual who actually wants to hear from you. Compare
this to your website, which is necessarily more generic (to appeal to a
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broader audience) and needs to work harder to attract and retain a
visitor’s attention.

While e-mail marketing is just one of the many ways of connecting and
maintaining a relationship with your customers, and is perhaps getting a
bit long in the tooth compared to the young and dynamic social media
channels that are emerging, it nevertheless remains a stalwart of internet
marketing and when executed properly can be incredibly effective.

Case study: Iwanttoseeaghost

The brief

Before starting the campaign three clear objectives were established:

1. to create expectation before the premiere of the movie Pulse in the cinema;

2. to get audience involvement to be both receiver and spreader of action;

3. to create synergies between different parts to make it easier to remember
them.

The aim was to ensure that audiences of multi-screen cinemas would choose Pulse
as its best leisure option. The plot of Pulse dealt with a deadly virus spreading on
the internet.

The concept

This was to bring the Pulse plot to real life by creating a fake blog that is possessed
by ghosts and allowing users to become main characters of the movie and
spreaders of the action by using a high-level personalization tool that allows text,
audio and real-time webcam recording video in order to scare friends.

The campaign

The terror begins with a simple e-mail that was sent to the whole internal database
of BBDO. The seed of the virus was sown: the e-mail invited recipients to open
Google and write ‘lwanttoseeaghost’ and push the ‘| am feeling lucky’ button.
They were then brought to a blog featuring an entry only 10 minutes old stating
that there was a strange wave of suicide among bloggers around the world. The
information included a strange video related to these incidents in effect conveying
the impression that the computer is possessed by ghosts.

It then becomes clear that the false blog is actually a promotional tool for
the cult movie Pulse. The campaign did not end there. Recipients of the e-mail
discovered the real potential of the site on clicking the ‘Scare your friends’ button.
This action launched a powerful and unprecedented viral tool providing extreme
customization of the site, personalized text and real-time audio and video recording.
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The recipients of the e-mail could now add a friend’s name to be broadcast in the
video and forward the e-mail to the friend. The cycle now started again but with
greater intensity.

On opening up the video the friend sees that one of the characters among the
suicidal bloggers is the person who has sent them the link, the video viewer’s own
name then appears in the text on the screen and even more terrifying the ghost
utters the viewer’'s name before the final fright.

The results

The first day after the internal e-mail was sent there were 518 visits to the site.
Seven days later there were 35,576 visits. Before the premiere of Pulse there were
more than 1 million visits. Aimost two months after the premiere the daily average
was around 4,000 visits.

There were 175,000 viral e-mails sent, and over 18,000 references on blogs,
forums and websites.

The campaign was picked up on numerous blogs, portals, discussion groups
and TV programmes. The campaign won many awards, including a prestigious
Gold Cyber Lion in the viral category at Cannes 2007. The most significant
result was that an unknown movie achieved third place in box office rankings
competing against Hollywood blockbusters such as The Pursuit of Happyness
and Apocalypto.

See http://www.canneslionslive.com/cyber/win_2_1_01090.htm.

Campaign credits

Client: DeAPlaneta

Product: the movie Pulse

Advertising agency: CP Proximity, Barcelona
Executive Creative Director: Enric Nel-lo

Art Director: Jaume Leis



Social media and
online consumer
engagement

Informal conversation is probably the oldest mechanism by which opinions
on products and brands are developed, expressed, and spread.

(Johan Arndt)

Why does listening to your customers sound like a Web 2.0 idea? It should be
a business 1.0 necessity.

(Jeff Jarvis)

We have technology, finally, that for the first time in human history allows
people to really maintain rich connections with much larger numbers of

people.
(Pierre Omidyar, founder of eBay)

Facebook is silly.
(Damian’s Dad)

Our chapter pledge to you

When you reach the end of this chapter you’ll have answers to the
following questions:
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What does the term ‘social media’ really mean?

How is it changing the digital marketing landscape?

Why should I get involved?

How can I harness the power of social media to reach and engage
with my target audience?

How can consumer input help me do business more effectively and
refine my products and services?

What are the social media rules of engagement?

Join the conversation

Do you listen to consumers — really listen to them? Do you take their
opinions, ideas and criticisms on board and allow them to inform your
business decisions? If you do, you’re ahead of the game. Historically
marketers have focused on delivering a particular message, to a predefined
target audience, with the aim of eliciting a specific response. Consumers
were sometimes consulted in the process, of course — through market
research, consumer surveys, focus groups and the like — but by and large
the marketing tended to be ‘show and tell’ in nature, the consumer’s role
that of a passive recipient of information peddled by the marketer.

Now, thanks to the increasingly interactive nature of the internet and
a shift in the way people are consuming media, all of that is changing.
Consumers are talking, just as they always have, only now they’re talking
online to more extensive groups of their peers. The conversations
they’re having seamlessly transcend geographical, temporal and cultural
boundaries. The web is abuzz with a billion conversations, and that
presents exciting opportunities for marketers who are brave enough to
engage.

Marketing too is evolving rapidly to become more of a conversation
than a lecture. Progressive marketers realize that, to be heard in today’s
interactive world, they need to participate in that conversation — and, of
course, if you want to get the most out of any conversation, you have to
spend part of your time lstening.

Listening isn’t a trait marketers are traditionally renowned for, but to
truly embrace the opportunity presented by Web 2.0 and beyond we need
to sit up and take notice of what our online customers and prospects are
telling us about our brand, our industry and the world in general.

Through blogs, wikis, social bookmarking, online discussions, social
networks, peer review sites and other online media, we have the potential
to foster a much more productive and meaningful relationship with our
customers, to gain powerful insightinto their perceptions of our products,



152 Understanding digital marketing

services and brand, and allow them to contribute and collaborate in our
businesses in ways that were never possible before.

Understanding social media demands a paradigm shift for the marketer.
We have to realize that our target audience is, in fact, no longer an
audience at all. They are now active participants in a constantly evolving
debate; it’s a debate in which we, as online marketers, can’t afford to sit
on the sidelines.

What is social media?

‘Social media’is the umbrella term for web-based software and services that
allow users to come together online and exchange, discuss, communicate
and participate in any form of social interaction. That interaction can
encompass text, audio, images, video and other media, individually or
in any combination. It can involve the generation of new content; the
recommendation of and sharing of existing content; reviewing and
rating products, services and brands; discussing the hot topics of the
day; pursuing hobbies, interests and passions; sharing experience and
expertise — in fact, almost anything that can be distributed and shared
through digital channels is fair game.

In a webcast for Search Marketing Now (www.searchmarketingnow.
com), Google alumnus and leading social media commentator Vanessa
Fox described it as follows: “There are all kinds of ways that people talk
online, and Social Networking really is anywhere people are talking
online. From a corporate perspective what you’re most interested in is
where people are talking about you, talking about your products, and
talking about the topics that you care about.’

A huge range of websites now leverage elements of social media to
engage with their audience, and some, including a number of the
highest-profile sites to emerge in recent years (the Facebooks, MySpaces
and YouTubes of this world), base their entire business model around
the burgeoning popularity of online social media, user participation and
user-generated content (UGC).

Social media is nothing new

One of the biggest misconceptions about social media is that it is a
new phenomenon. Online social interaction has been around from
the beginning. Pre-dating the web by some two decades, bulletin board
services (BBSs) and online services like CompuServe and Prodigy allowed
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Figure 7.1 The proliferation of social media sites on the internet today
is making it incredibly easy for like-minded consumers to connect with
each other. They’re talking about everything — things that are important
to you and your business. It’s time to join the conversation!

users to post messages online for other members to read and respond
to, Usenet newsgroups (early internet discussion groups) allowed like-
minded participants to exchange views about all sorts of topics ranging
from brain surgery to budgerigars, e-mail discussion lists did the same,
Internet Relay Chat (IRC) introduced real-time chat into the mix, and
browser-based forums and chat rooms brought the discussion on to the
web. Social media, one and all.

What has changed over recent years is the reach and penetration of
these social media technologies, their adoption into the everyday lives of
a mainstream audience, and the proliferation of user-generated content
and peer-to-peer interaction that’s resulting from it. In the past online
discussion was generally restricted to early adopters: technologists who
felt comfortable interacting over the net and who had the technical skills
to fathom clunky, often unwieldy user interfaces to accomplish their
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goals. Today though, anyone can participate through slick, well-designed,
browser-based user interfaces that adopt conventions that everyone is
comfortable with. It’s easy, it’s convenient and it’s incredibly powerful, not
because of the technology, but because of how that technology nurtures
the connections between people.

Social media is naturally compelling

The proliferation of social media is a natural extension of increasing levels
of internet usage and the penetration of always-on broadband access.
As more people head online and start weaving the internet seamlessly
into the fabric of their daily lives, it’s only natural that they bring the
very human need to interact and belong with them. We’re biologically
programmed to be social and gregarious creatures. The need to interact
with other people is hard-coded into our DNA; it’s part of who and what
we are, and that’s as true online as it is off. That’s one of the main reasons
so many of us find social media incredibly compelling.

Social media is nothing to be afraid of

Compelling it may be, but for many marketers the thought of venturing
into this openly interactive, anything-goes, consumer-championed world
can be daunting, even scary. The rules here aren’t dictated by marketers,
but by consumers — media-savvy consumers who can spot marketing hype
a mile away and want nothing to do with it. It’s a dynamic, unpredictable
world, and if you get things wrong you risk the very real prospect of a
backlash that will travel throughout the network in the blink of an eye.

Worrying? Possibly, but at the end of the day you have to remember
that social media is just about people talking, connecting and sharing
with other people. Marketing as an industry is (or at least should be) also
all about people: understanding them and communicating with them. Is
the prospect of talking with the very people you, as a marketer, want to
connect with really such a frightening prospect?

With or without you — why it's good to get involved

But, we hear you cry, how can I hope to control this open conversation?
You can’t — so don’t even try. What you can do, however, is choose to
participate in that conversation and strive to have a positive influence on
its direction. That’s fundamentally what social media marketing (SMM)
is all about.
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One thing is certain: your customers are already talking to each other
online; they're talking about your industry, your competition, your
company, your brand and other topics that are relevant to what you do.
The conversation is happening, regardless of whether you choose to get
involved or not. Surely it’s better to be aware of what’s being said, to
listen, engage and foster relationships with these communities, rather
than wondering from the periphery.

Effective social media marketing is about leaving the sledgehammer
approach to product promotion at home. Stop beating your prospects
over the head with the cudgel of marketing hyperbole and instead work
to develop your skills in the subtler art of consumer engagement. Find
out what people are interested in and what they’re talking about, and
then provide useful information, advice and content for them. Talk to
them, not at them, and above all listen to them. If you manage to do that
effectively, then social media can have an incredibly positive impact on
your organization’s online profile.

Why get involved?

= Deeper engagement will customens
= (5ot insights not available amy athar way

= Your customers are online already

Figure 7.2 Why it’s important for your business to get involved in social
media

Source: Slide courtesy of search marketing and social media specialist Vanessa
Fox — www.vanessafoxnude.com — sourced from a presentation on social media
delivered at Search Marketing World, Dublin, in April 2008. © 2008 Vanessa
Fox
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Just how deep you choose to steep yourself in the social media marketing
game will depend a lot on your business, your customers, your goals and
your overall digital marketing strategy. But there really is something
out there for everyone. Here are just some of the potential benefits of
engaging with your customers through online social channels:

Stay informed: Find out what your customers really think. Get invalu-
able insight into their perception of your products, services, brands,
industry and more general topics of interest. Knowing your customers
is the key to effective digital marketing — and engaging with them on a
social platform can be incredibly revealing, without being intrusive.
Raise your profile: By engaging proactively through social media you
appear responsive and can build your reputation as an authoritative
and helpful player in your field of expertise.

Level the playing field: Focus groups, market research surveys and
other offline methods of gauging consumer sentiment are expensive
and can be well beyond the means of smaller businesses. Now any
organization can immerse itself in the social web to discover what
consumers are talking about and how they feel, with little or no
financial outlay.

Influence the influencers: Often the people who are most active in social
media circles will be the element of your target market who can
be classified as influencers. While small in number compared to the
market as a whole, these influential individuals have already gained
the trust and respect of their online peers, and fostering their good
opinion can have a disproportionate impact on your broader online
reputation.

Nurture brand advocacy: By engaging positively with people who already
have a positive attitude to your brand, you can nurture passionate
brand evangelists who will voluntarily advocate your organization
through online social media.

Pass it on: One of the most powerful aspects of social media is its
capacity for viral propagation. It’s the online equivalent of word-of-
mouth marketing, except that online the word can travel further,
faster. Whetherit’savideo on YouTube, a high-profile news story about
your company or a post on your blog that’s picked up and distributed
by your readers, if it hits the right note, suddenly it’s everywhere, and
your profile soars. If you get it right, there’s no more effective way to
promote your business.

The wisdom of the crowd: You know what they say: two heads are better
than one. Well, hundreds, or even thousands, of heads are better
still. Smart companies realize that by harnessing the collective
intelligence of online communities they can find answers to some of
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their most challenging business problems. Getting input from online
communities using social media is affordable and effective. As well as
helping to solve real business dilemmas it can also help you to make
more informed research, design and development decisions based
on what customers actually want. Now there’s a radical concept!

The different forms of social media

Social media websites come in a wide variety of ‘flavours’, which are all
broadly based around the premise of personal interaction, creating,
exchanging and sharing content, rating it and discussing its relative merits
as a community. The content can be links to other websites, news articles
or blog posts, photographs, audio, video, questions posed by other users
—anything, in fact, that can be distributed in digital form.

Most social media websites don’t sit neatly into a single category; they
tend to mix a range of social components that transcend the discrete
boundaries people try to define for them. Still, given our human prop-
ensity for filing things into nice, neat boxes, there are several generally
accepted groupings into which most social media sites sit with relative
comfort based on their primary function. The following list is a taster
and is far from exhaustive. Start looking, and you’ll find plenty of social
media sites or components out there that don’t fall neatly into any of
the categories we outline below, some that span multiple categories and
others that defy categorization altogether, all of which demonstrates the
dynamic, constantly evolving nature of the space. As the saying goes, we
live in interesting times.

Social bookmarking

Social bookmarking sites, like delicious (www.delicious.com), Ma.gnolia
(www.ma.gnolia.com),StumbleUpon (www.stumbleupon.com) andothers
allow users to ‘save’ bookmarks to their favourite web resources (pages,
audio, video, whatever) and categorize them using tags (labels that help
you to identify and filter the content you want later). The concept is
much the same as adding a page to your browser favourites, just taken to
the next level.

Now, instead of having your bookmarks stuck on the hard drive of a
single computer, they’re up in ‘the cloud’ (the fashionable umbrella term
for the amorphous mass of software and services that run in the ether of
cyberspace), which means you can access them from anywhere. That also
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makes them easy to share with friends, colleagues or the world at large,
and the tag-based organization means no more cumbersome hierarchical
folder systems to remember. Just choose a ‘tag’ and you’ll be presented
with a list of all the bookmarks labelled with that tag. Simple.

Behind the scenes these sites anonymously aggregate the data submitted
by all of their users, allowing them to sort and rank sites according to
their user-defined tags and popularity.

What's in it for marketers

Amplify your exposure and traffic: By creating compelling, useful content
and making it easy for visitors to bookmark your pages (by providing
‘Share this’ links or icons encouraging them to do just that) you can
harness the social element of these sites to improve your reach, and
get valuable, targeted traffic in return.

Increase your perceived relevancy and authority: The tags applied to your
pages by people who add them to social bookmarking sites can help
search engines and visitors to gauge what your site is about more
effectively. This can boost its perceived relevance and authority for
particular keywords, which can in turn help your search visibility.

Social media submission sites

Social media submission sites, like Digg (www.digg.com) and Reddit
(www.reddit.com), and niche sites like Sphinn (www.sphinn.com), a site
for submission and discussion of articles about online marketing, are
rather like social bookmarking sites (see above), only instead of saving
personal bookmarks users submit articles, videos, podcasts and other
pieces of content they think the broader community would appreciate.
The more people who ‘vote’ for a particular content item, the higher up
the rankings it rises. Submissions that get enough votes end up on the
site’s home page, which can drive significant traffic.

As well as the votes, of course, there also tends to be a lot of discussion
and debate on these sites, which means they can offer tremendous insight
into the way people think and react.

What's in it for marketers

Find out what people are interested in: You can use social media submission
sites to gauge what type of content in your particular field people
find compelling. Look at the content that’s floating to the top. Ask
yourself why it’s so popular. What’s appealing about it, and how can
you draw on that to make your own content more compelling?
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What’s the buzz? As well as what’s ‘hot’ on the sites, there’s a lot of
discussion going on around popular contentitems. The more popular
an entry gets, the more people see it and the more debate there is.
Examine what people are saying — look at reviews, comments and
discussions; find out what people like and what they don’t like, and
use that insight to inject that elusive ‘buzz’ quotient into your own
content.

Amplify your exposure, traffic and online reputation: As with social book-
marking, having articles and other content ranking highly on these
sites can give you a tremendous boost in traffic. However, they also
give you the opportunity to raise your profile and perceived authority
within your online community. By contributing constructively, sub-
mitting relevant and interesting content, and joining the debate sur-
rounding on-topic content you can boost the community’s overall
perception of your brand.

Forums and discussion sites

Online forums and discussion sites have been around since the early
days of the internet. Broad, general discussion groups like Yahoo Groups
(http://groups.yahoo.com) and Google Groups (http://groups.google.
com), where anyone can sign up and start their own online or e-mail
discussion community on any topic under the sun, are still popular,
and you’ll find a mass of other discussion sites focusing on general,
industry-specific (vertical) and niche communities covering every topic
imaginable.

What’s in it for marketers

Get closer to your customers: Checking out what consumers are talking
about in forums is a great way to find out what makes them tick. The
more you can learn about your customers, the better prepared you
will be to engage with them in a meaningful way.

Raise your profile: Contribute to the discussion, offer help and advice,
and demonstrate your expertise. Pretty soon people will start to
respect and trust your contribution to the community — and that can
do wonders for your online reputation and profile.

Nip bad things in the bud: By participating in forums you will be able to
spot potentially negative comments or conversations relating to your
business or brand and be proactive in resolving them before they
escalate (more about this in the next chapter). What’s more, if you're
already participating as a valued member of the community, you may
well find others jumping to your defence.
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Targeted traffic: Traffic shouldn’t be your main reason for joining a
discussion forum — blatant off-topic promotion and linking to your
own sites for the sake of it are frowned upon, but most forums allow
(even encourage) one or two links in your signature (a short snippet,
usually a few lines, that is appended to the bottom of every post
you submit to a forum). Make sure you follow the forum rules on
this, but by including links in your signature you give other people
on the forum a convenient way to find your site(s) and to discover
more about you and your company. Many will click through for a
closer look, particularly if you make regular, valuable and relevant
contributions to the forum.

Media sharing sites

Media sharing sites are incredibly popular. Sites like Flickr (www.flickr.
com) and Picasa Web Albums (www.picasaweb.google.com) allow com-
munities of members to upload, share, comment on and discuss their
photographs. YouTube (www.youtube.com), Y! Video (video.yahoo.
com), MSN Video Soapbox (video.msn.com/) and others do the same
for video content. A host of other social media sites support alternative
media types: Slideshare (www.slideshare.com), for example, is a site that
allows people to upload, share and discuss their presentation slides with
the world.

The sites typically allow you to make content publicly available or
restrict access to the people you specify, to send content to your ‘friends’,
and even to ‘embed’ (seamlessly integrate) the content in your blog post
or website for others to find it, distribute it and discuss it.

What's in it for marketers

Find out what turns your target market on: By analysing the popularity of
items on content submission sites and reading the user comments,
you can gain insight into your target market’s likes and dislikes and
can incorporate that into your own content creation.

A ready-made vehicle for content distribution: These sites are the ideal
vehicle for rapid distribution of your own digital media content. In
fact, a whole micro-discipline of digital marketing has evolved around
YouTube and viral video content. Hit the right buttons with your
audience and, who knows, maybe your video clip will become the
next ‘Dove Evolution’ (http://tinyurl.com/ylzku6) — 6,694,180 views
and counting.
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Reviews and ratings sites

Reviews and ratings sites do exactly what the name says: they allow users
to review and rate companies, products, services, books, music, hotels,
restaurants — anything they like. They can be stand-alone review sites,
like Epinions.com (www.epinions.com), Reviewcentre.com (www.review
centre.com) or LouderVoice (www.loudervoice.com), or a review com-
ponent added to a broader site, such as the product rating and review
facilities on e-commerce sites like Amazon (www.amazon.com).

You’ll also find specialist industry-specific review sites covering many
industry-specific or vertical markets, like TripAdvisor (www.tripadvisor.
com), for example, which focuses on consumer reviews of travel destina-
tions, accommodation and transport options, or RateMyTeachers (www.
ratemyteachers.com), which allows pupils and parents to rate and
comment on their educators.
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Figure 7.3 LouderVoice (www.loudervoice.com) —one of anew breed of
peer review websites that lets people share their opinions about products,
brands and services either directly on the site or via their blogs, micro-
blogs or SMS
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What's in it for marketers

Advertising: Most review sites rely on advertising to generate revenue
and therefore offer advertising opportunities for businesses either
directly or through advertising and affiliate networks.

Insight into what’s good and what’s bad: Even if people aren’t rating
your business directly, you can still get valuable information on these
sites on what’s working for consumers and what’s not within your
particular industry. If you run a hotel, for example, you can see what
people’s main gripes are and what they particularly appreciate — and
then apply that knowledge to your own business.

Find out what people really think: If consumers are posting reviews about
your business, that sort of feedback is pure gold — reinforcing what
you’re doing well and pointing out areas where you can improve. It’s
market research - for free.

Social network sites

These are your archetypal social media sites — the Facebooks, MySpaces,
Bebos and LinkedIns — the ones people automatically think about when
you mention the words ‘social networking’. They are — to paraphrase
Facebook’s opening gambit — ‘social utilities that connect you with the
people around you’. They basically let users build up a group of ‘friends’
with whom they can share things in all sorts of ways — from videos, to
articles, to games, to groups and causes, to... well, if you haven’t got one
already, sign up for a profile of your own and you’ll soon get the idea.

Huge numbers of people use social networking sites, and those
numbers are growing all the time as more people join and invite all of
their contacts to join them. At the time of writing MySpace, the global
leader, reports around 200 million active users, while Facebook, the
up-and-coming social network hotshot, reports some 70 million users
and climbing. Those are impressive numbers when you consider that
MySpace was founded only in 2003, while Facebook started in 2004 but
wasn’t opened up to non-students until April 2006.

Jeremiah Owyan, a senior analyst at Forrester Research, confirmed on
his blog in January 2008 that Facebook had the highest growth rate of
the two, and Forrester predicts that it will catch its rival in terms of user
numbers by late 2008 or early 2009.

Social network sites are popular because they offer users the ability to
find and connect with people they already know in novel, convenient
ways: rekindle old acquaintances and reinforce new ones. They make
the process of communicating with a large network of people easy and
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painless. You post information to your profile and it’s instantly available to
those of your friends who are interested. You can broadcast information
to all of your friends simultaneously or choose who you want to share
specific content with.

Talking to a room full of software developers in San Francisco in
2007, Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook’s youthful founder, summarized the
company’s mission thus: ‘At Facebook we’re pushing to make the world a
more open place, and we do this by building things that help people use
their real connections to share information more effectively.” This pretty
much encapsulates the social networking phenomenon that’s gripping
the online world today.

What’s in it for marketers

Advertising: Social networks offer flexible advertising options for
businesses looking to target their ads based on the profile informa-
tion of users and/or particular actions. While the targeting angle
is a compelling one, and social network audiences are large and
growing, the jury is still out on the potential of the social network as
an effective advertising medium. The audience is undoubtedly there,
but many experts question whether advertising on social networking
sites converts effectively. It’s something to consider, certainly, if it’s a
good ‘fit’ for your business and you have a clearly defined audience
that’s interested in your product or brand, but be cautious and track
your results carefully.

Improve your online exposure/reputation: Social network sites usually allow
organizations to set up their own profile or page. Members of the
network can then link to these pages as ‘friends’ or ‘fans’. Your page
is essentially your business hub within the network and can be a great
way to monitor what consumers think about you, to find out more
about them and to offer them valuable content in return. Having
a presence on these networks, keeping your content up to date,
relevant and valuable to your audience, and responding positively to
the feedback you receive are another great way to boost your online
reputation.

Nurture social evangelists: Your social network can be a great place to
attract brand advocates and to recruit and nurture brand evangelists.
People on social networks love to share. Find the people who are
passionate about your industry, your brand and your products,
reward them with valuable information and content, and then watch
as they put all of their passion, zeal and social media acumen to work
promoting your brand to the rest of their social network.
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Blogs

In the space of a very few years the widespread popularity and adoption
of the blog (an acronym of weB LOG) as a medium of self-expression and
communication have caused one of the most fundamental shifts in the
history of modern media. Suddenly, anyone can be a publisher. Barriers
to entry have come crashing down, and easy-to-use blogging platforms
have liberated millions of individuals, giving them access to a global
audience. Setting up a blog can take as little as five minutes of your time
on a free hosted service like Blogger (www.blogger.com) or WordPress
(www.wordpress.com), and setting up a blog on your own domain is only
marginally more complicated. People all over the world are using blogs
to report local news, vent their frustrations, offer their opinions, share
their visions and experiences, unleash their creativity and generally wax
lyrical about their passions. And the world is listening and answering.

The blogosphere (the collective name applied to the global blogging
community) is the home of internet buzz. If something is worth talking
about online (and often even if it’s not) it will be written about, com-
mented upon and propagated through the blogosphere. There are, of
course, millions of blogs out there that simply don’t make the grade —
but they don’t get an audience. The best blogs float to the top (largely
through online word-of-mouth, effective search engine ranking and the
effect of social media submission and social bookmarking sites).

It’s not just private individuals who are blogging, of course — the blog is
becoming an important component in the business arsenal too, adding a
personal component to the bland corporate facade, helping companies
to reach out and make human connections in an increasingly human
online world.

Bloggers read each other’s posts, they comment on them, they link to
each other prolifically, and the best of them have a massive following of
avid and loyal readers. These readers go on to elaborate on what they’ve
read in their own blogs, and spread the word through their own online
social networks.

If you choose to do only one thing in the social media space, then get
to know the popular blogs in your industry. Who are the people behind
them? What are they writing about? What turns them on (and off)? Which
topics generate the most comments? Prominent bloggers tend to be the
biggest online influencers of them all — you need to be aware of them,
build a relationship with them, and leverage that position where possible
to help spread the word.

Never underestimate blogs. Their simplicity belies an unprecedented
power to mould and influence online opinion. For a digital marketer,
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blogs and bloggers can be your salvation — or your damnation. Treat
them with the respect they deserve.

What’s in it for marketers

Potentially massive exposure: Traditional press releases to your local
media outlets are all very well, but get your story picked up and
propagated by prominent bloggers and you’ll get more online
exposure, traffic and inbound links (think SEO) than any traditional
press release could ever hope to achieve (for more tips on getting
online press releases picked up by bloggers, see Chapter 8).
Consumer engagement: Use your own corporate blog to add your voice
to the blogosphere. Show your customers a personal side to your
business, give them valuable information they can use, provide answers
and improve their overall experience of dealing with your company.
Try not to use your blog as a vehicle for blatant product and brand
promotion but rather as a vehicle to offer your readers a personal
insight into your company and brand. Sure, product announcements
and press-release-like posts are fine, but look further afield too. You
could offer your opinions and insight into industry news and events,
comment on and link to other blogs that are discussing relevant
issues, or get your resident expert to post ‘how-tos’ of getting the
most out of your products. Engage with the online community, and
they’ll engage with you in turn. The more you give of yourself, the
more you’ll get back.

Podcasts

Podcasts are, in many ways, just the rich media extension of the blogging
concept. A podcast is simply a series of digital media files (audio or video)
distributed over the internet. These can be accessed directly via a website
or, more usually, are downloaded to a computer or synchronized to a
digital media device for playback at the user’s leisure. They tend to be
organized as chronological ‘shows’, with new episodes released at regular
intervals, much like the radio and television show formats many of them
emulate. Users can usually offer their feedback on particular episodes on
the accompanying website or blog.

Although podcasting is still considered a nascent technology, there’s
already plenty of choice in the ‘podosphere’, and podcast portals like
Podcast.com (www.podcast.com), Podcast Alley (www.podcastalley.com),
Podomatic (www.podomatic.com) and even Apple’s iTunes (www.apple.
com/itunes) offer a convenient way to find, sample and subscribe to
podcasts of interest.
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What's in it for marketers

Listen and learn: Leading podcasters in your industry will very
probably be talking about things that are relevant to you as a business
and to your customers. Podcasters also tend to be social media
enthusiasts — influencers who have their finger on the digital pulse
of their audience. You can harness their understanding of the online
community in your particular space by analysing their podcasts, and
the comments and feedback from their audience, to feed into your
own digital marketing efforts.

Do it yourself: Podcasting requires a little more technical know-how
than blogging, but not as much as you might think to get started. Atits
most basic, all you really need is a digital audio recorder, some editing
software and a website that you can post your files to. Depending on
your business, your audience and your goals (back to strategy again!),
podcasting may well offer you a valuable additional channel to reach
your market. It could also help position you as a progressive digital
player in your industry.

Micro-blogging

Micro-blogging is a relatively new craze that’s sweeping through online
early adopters, and looks set to explode as more people embrace
social media and learn of its existence. It is essentially a short-message
broadcast service that let’s people keep their ‘friends’ up to date via short
text posts (usually less than 160 characters). Twitter (www.twitter.com)
is the biggest player in this space, with similar services being offered by
the Google-acquired Jaiku (www.jaiku.com) and Pownce (www.pownce.
com), a service that marries the micro-blogging short-messaging concept
with file sharing and event invitations. Leading social network sites, like
MySpace, Facebook and LinkedIn, also offer a kind of micro-blogging
functionality within their ‘walled garden’ networks through their ‘status
updates’ features.

At first glance micro-blogging may seem a bit pointless. After all, what
can you really say in the Twitter-imposed limit of 140 characters? Well,
think about SMS text messages on your phone — 160 characters maximum,
and billions of people use them to communicate effectively every day.

The real value of micro-blogging isn’t necessarily in the individual
posts; it’s in the collective aggregation of those mini-posts into more than
the sum of their parts. When you receive frequent, short updates from the
people you’re connected to, you begin to get a feel for them, to develop
a better understanding of what they’re all about, and to feel a stronger
connection with them.
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What’s in it for marketers

Your finger on the digital marketing pulse: Micro-blogging platforms
give you, as a marketer, access to high-profile thought leaders in
the industry. They’re using micro-blogging services to post snippets
about what they’re doing and how they’re doing it, links to new
online resources and thought on developments at the bleeding edge
of the industry. By ‘following’ these thought leaders you can harness
that valuable intelligence and use it to inform your own marketing
decisions.

Understand the influencers: Follow the influencers in your industry,
and influence them in return. Identifying influencers is easy — they’ll
be the most active participants talking about topics relevant to
your business with the most followers. You’ll be amazed how much
insight following the micro-blogging streams of a group of industry
influencers can provide. By demonstrating your openness in adopting
the latest in social media technology, you'll be seen as progressive
and, as long as your contributions are constructive, will likely rise in
their estimation.

Communicate with your customers: Why would you want to micro-blog to
your customers? Well, some very high-profile companies do (including
Dell, the New York Times, ITN News, BBC, Southwest Airlines and
British Airways to name but a few), not to mention prominent politi-
cians (Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton, for example, were both
prominent on Twitter during the 2008 Democratic presidential candi-
date campaign) and other high-profile public figures. In a world
where e-mail has become increasingly noisy, offering a micro-blog feed
provides beleaguered consumers with a convenient alternative way to
subscribe to your updates without adding yet another newsletter to
their cluttered inbox.

Raise your online profile: Micro-blogging offers you yet another oppor-
tunity to getin front of your online audience and establish your expert-
ise. Be forthcoming, answer questions, provide interesting snippets of
news and advice, and direct people to useful blog posts, articles and
other resources — yours and other people’s. Help people, learn about
them, listen to them, and give your online reputation another boost.
Generate trafficc While not the primary goal, links on your micro-
blogging profiles, and in your posts, can have the residual benefit of
directing traffic to your website.
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Wikis

Wikis are online collections of web pages that are literally open for
anyone to create, edit, discuss, comment on and generally contribute to.
They are perhaps the ultimate vehicle for mass collaboration, the most
famous example, of course, being Wikipedia (www.wikipedia.org), the
free online encyclopedia.

As at April 2008, Wikipedia reported that it had a staggering 2,349,270
English-language articles in its database. To put that number into context,
the Encyclopaedia Britannica (www.britannica.com), a leading commercial
encyclopedia, contains just over 65,000 articles. Despite criticisms from
some quarters over the accuracy of some of its articles and the perceived
authority of the information it contains, according to independent web
tracking company Alexa (www.alexa.com) in the first quarter of 2007
Wikipedia received roughly 450 times the online traffic of its commercial
rival Britannica Online (www.britannica.com).

The name ‘wiki’ originates from the Hawaiian word for ‘quick’, although
it’s sometimes also used as what’s been dubbed a ‘backronym’ (a sort of
reverse-engineered acronym) of ‘what I know is’. And essentially, that’s
what wikis do — they let large communities of people collaborate to share
their knowledge, experience and expertise online. Wikis are created by,
and policed by, the community. Because of their open nature, inaccurate
or misleading information can find its way on to a wiki, but if the wiki
is active and vibrant inaccuracies are usually picked up quickly and
eradicated by other community members. So wiki articles are constantly
evolving and tend to become increasingly accurate and authoritative over
time as the community grows, and they tend to be updated with new
information as it becomes available.

What's in it for marketers

The concept of using wikis as a marketing tool is a very new phenomenon,
and their value may not be as readily apparent as with some other forms
of social media. However, they are a powerful collaborative tool and, with
collaboration between companies and their customers in the ascendancy,
look out for increasing use of wikis by innovative organizations in the very
near future.

Build a strong collaborative community of advocates around your brand:
Wikis can be a great way to encourage constructive interaction and
collaboration between people inside your organization and people
outside it (your customers). Consumers begin to feel ownership and
connection with a brand that encourages, facilitates and values their
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contribution. That ownership evolves into loyalty and then advocacy:
powerful stuff from a marketing perspective, especially when you
consider that these contributors will often be online influencers who
will go on to sing your praises on other social media sites.

Harness the wisdom of the crowd: How much talent, knowledge and
experience do you have inside your organization? Probably quite a lot
— but it pales into insignificance when compared to the massive pool
of talent, experience and expertise you can access online. Retired
experts, up-and-coming whizz-kids, talented amateurs, undiscovered
geniuses — they’re all out there. Wikis give you a simple, powerful
and compelling way to draw on and capture some of that collective
intelligence. Why not harness a wiki, for example, to help refine the
design of your products, come up with your next great marketing
campaign, define a more efficient business process, produce and/or
augment product documentation, develop a comprehensive know-
ledge base — or anything else that might benefit from a collaborative
approach?

The rules of engagement

Social media, then, offers a wealth of opportunity for consumer
engagement and building brand awareness, but in such an open and
dynamic space it’s critical to consider what you’re doing carefully. Social
media is consumer driven, and the very characteristics that makes it
such an enticing proposition for marketers — the interconnected nature
of online consumers, and the staggering speed at which information
traverses the network — can just as easily backfire.

The ‘rules’ of social media are really about applying a bit of common
sense to what are essentially human relationships. The key thing to
remember is that this is social media — people are going online to interact
and exchange information and content with similar, like-minded people.
They’re unlikely to be interested in your latest sales pitch, and they’re
certainly not interested in promotional hype. They want interesting, fun,
informative, quirky, addictive — whatever turns them on. When it comes
to social media, you're not just sending out a message; you're inviting a
response, and what you get might not be quite what you’re expecting.
You need a plan to engage in social media marketing, but you also need
to be flexible and respond to the community.

Draw on what you already know: You already have a wealth of knowledge
about your customers — who they are, what they like to do and where
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they hang out online. OK, so one of the main reasons you’re getting
involved in social media is to get to know them a little better — but
the point is that you’re not going into this blind. Use that knowledge:
apply what you already know about your customers, your business and
your brand to your social media strategy. As you learn more, refine
what you’re doing accordingly.

Don’t jump in unprepared: Have a clear plan before you start — know who
you’re trying to engage with and what you want to achieve. Define
ways to gauge and measure your success, with frequent milestones
to help keep you on track. But remember to be flexible, and modify
your plan as necessary in response to community feedback.

Look, listen and learn: Before you engage in social media marketing,
spend some time ‘lurking’ (hanging around without contributing).
Familiarize yourself with the different types of social media sites that
you plan to target. Go and use the sites; read the blogs; immerse
yourself in the media. Look, listen and learn. Just as in real life, every
online community is different. Familiarize yourself with the various
nuances before you dive in.

Be open, honest and authentic: Nowhere is the term ‘full disclosure’
more appropria