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1.1.

Introduction

Econsultancy’s series of Best Practice Guides have been created for Internet professionals who
typically work in marketing or ecommerce roles.

The guides steer readers to ensure that projects and strategies are executed in the right way for
optimal results.

Given the continued growth and competitiveness of ecommerce, sections of this guide will be
relevant to CEOs and MDs; CMOs and Marketing Directors; FDs and data analysts; brand,
content, digital, social, online and ecommerce managers; producers, creatives, and strategists as
well as owners in editorial, PR, marketing and customer service departments.

How this guide is structured

We've created this guide so you can use it to either review your existing ecommerce strategy or to
help create an ecommerce proposition from scratch. We’ve also included a multitude of practical
tips you can apply to individual aspects to help maximise results.

Most topics in digital marketing are subject to debates about scope: what should and shouldn't be
included in coverage, and how each topic fits into the wider picture. Ecommerce, however, seems
a bit different. Rather than being a component of digital marketing it is, surely, the end game of
everything that businesses do online (and a good deal of what not for profit and campaign
organisations do too).

To overcome these problems through clarification, this best practice guide will cover the entire
customer journey, from when they arrive on a website, to when they’ve completed a purchase.

All manner of considerations that go into customer acquisition and retention are interwoven into
ecommerce, and if ecommerce is to be treated as a department within a business, then there are
myriad other functions that need to be in sync with it.

This guide will mention these areas too, whether it’s about the need for consistency of an
organisation’s offering between online and in-store retail, or the inescapable interdependence
between ecommerce and order fulfilment capabilities (sometimes leading to ecommerce
managers having direct oversight of logistics and warehousing too). But in order to have a clear
focus, a line must be drawn, and from when people arrive to when they’ve completed a purchase
is where we've drawn it.

My role includes overseeing everything that happens in the warehouse

“But I'm also in charge of development and infrastructure, which is the things people can’t see like websites,
servers, and security.

“I have a fair amount of hands-on involvement when things go wrong because I have the experience. Most of
what I'm trying to do of course is the strategy, the long-term goals.”

Paula Abasolo, Head of Operations and Infrastructure, Dobell
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1.2.

1.3.

1.4.

About Econsultancy

Econsultancy’s mission is to help its customers achieve excellence in digital business, marketing
and ecommerce through research, training and events.

Founded in 1999, Econsultancy has offices in New York, London and Singapore.

Econsultancy is used by over 600,000 professionals every month. Subscribers get access to
research, market data, best practice guides, case studies and elearning — all focused on helping
individuals and enterprises get better at digital.

The subscription is supported by digital transformation services including digital capability
programmes, training courses, skills assessments and audits. We train and develop thousands of
professionals each year as well as running events and networking that bring the Econsultancy
community together around the world.

Subscribe to Econsultancy today to accelerate your journey to digital excellence.

Call us to find out more:
New York: +1 212 971 0630
London: +44 207 269 1450
Singapore: +65 6653 1911

About the author

Steffan Aquarone is a UK digital entrepreneur and speaker whose
experiences range from payments to politics. He has consulted and
trained for big brands and spoken around the world on innovation,
entrepreneurship and digital marketing.

He now leads Econsultancy’s Best Practice Report programme, as
well as delivering training to clients around the world.

linkedin.com/in/steffanaquarone

steffan.aquarone@econsultancy.com

@steffanaquarone

Key industry contributors

Isabel Mack has held senior ecommerce roles in Game Group, Wiggle, Waitrose, and now
Iglu.com where she is Chief Product Owner (eCommerce). She has contributed to virtually every
section of the report, providing insight, anecdotes, theory and feedback as well as case studies and
numerous references. Her input has drawn on ten years of experience in bridging the gap between
IT and business to deliver digital transformation, specialising in ecommerce.

Paula Abasolo heads up operations and infrastructure at Dobell, a growing and thriving

menswear business located on the south coast of England. Having worked in ecommerce for more
than seven years she has a wide-ranging, hands-on role.
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David Kohn is Customer & Ecommerce Director at Heal’s and brings a rare combination of
board-level online and offline commercial experience to a business that has been in retail since
1810.

Steve Mills saw Wiggle.com go from £10m to £100m turnover, leaving as head of ecommerce to
turn what had been his and his wife’s niche weekend project, Net Curtains Direct, into the biggest
site in its market. Steve’s Green Snow Online Fulfillment helps cycling business trade online.
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Foreword from the author

Discussions about ecommerce in the past few years have been dominated by references to
Amazon: the $200bn company that’s grown over 20 years from being a pure play bookseller to
buying a health food supermarket chain, becoming a courier network and as of September 2017,
expanding into restaurant delivery.

It turns out I rarely buy non-perishable products other than on Amazon — a notable exception
being in December last year, for a present on someone’s Christmas wish list that was so niche it
wasn’t available there. Well done, Axminster Tools and Machinery for optimising its Google
shopping listings for “12 - 4gmm Fisch Deburring Countersink”.

Is there anything left to talk about other than Amazon, I wondered, in an Ecommerce Best
Practice report? Is Amazon now to online retail what Google is to search — its dominant position
increasingly locked in by logistics?

The emergence of new business models — within and outside of Amazon’s tentacles — suggests
there is. I, for example, buy my clothes from Thread.com, which offers me personalised style
advice and a regular selection of outfits for me to choose from: a clear win for customer retention.
Many of the Amazon products I order are actually on subscription, something that any
ecommerce retailer could choose to offer and indeed niche ecommerce businesses already do
supply everything from shavers to spices for a monthly fee.

In all these cases the rules of ecommerce best practice are hugely relevant, as they are for retailers
who are using alternative routes to market but still need to convert customers back on their
centralised ecommerce sites.

Further speculation about the future of ecommerce — what the competitive landscape, business
models and disruption opportunity will be — will have to be saved for a separate report on future
trends. But it would be remiss to ignore the need for innovation — perhaps even substantial
change —- in what was once a brand new thing but has rapidly become part of ‘business as usual’.

The good thing about something that’s ‘business as usual’, is that it lends itself to the emergence

of clear best practice, which is what the majority of this guide will focus on. We will return to the
subject of innovation and the future in the final chapter.
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3.1.1.

3.1.2.

3.1.3.

Platform architecture

Technology stacks

The term ‘technology stack’ has a variety of practical meanings. At one level it’s a useful
communications tool to help technologists explain the functionality of a software system to non-
coders. This may bear only loose resemblance to the true operational functionality of the
software, however, and the phrase “marketecture” refers somewhat cynically to software diagrams
that are built to sell the benefits of a system, but that may actually operate in a significantly less
goal-optimised form (or indeed not exist at all until someone is willing to buy it).

In software engineering, a software stack is a set of coded programs that have different functions,
but that work together to produce a result.

Most software systems are made up of interoperating units in this way, in no small part due to the
fact that different functions require different computing resources. Modern web servers can be
configured and optimised differently to suit different purposes, and whether the site is hosted on
a company’s own servers or on cloud-based service, IT architects will be making decisions about
which hardware, operating systems, software and databases they need. The only exception to this
would be if the decision were made to buy a complete Software-as-a-Service ecommerce platform,
something likely only to be relevant to smaller businesses.

This section provides a short overview to familiarise readers with key terminology. Ultimate
responsibility for the technology stack lies with the IT infrastructure team (or equivalent) or the
supplier if the whole platform is outsourced to a third party.

Hardware choices

Hardware relates to the actual physical boxes that sit inside server cupboards. Although they look
identically black and bleak, their contents often reflect the various different functions they’re
performing. Some will be prioritise storage, for example, a server that hosts lots of images. Others
will be full of GPUs (graphics processing units) that are really good at processing large amounts of
data, such as to optimise search functions.

Some elements of modern ecommerce, optimised to their fullest potential, will make use of
custom hardware that has been developed specifically for a particular application such as
Artificial Intelligence functions.

Operating systems and software

Operating systems allow the software to perform functions on the hardware, and Linux is the
most popular server-side operating system in ecommerce. Software works with operating systems
on web servers in the same way that software installed on your desktop computer works with
Windows or Mac OS and in ecommerce, the core software is usually that which hosts web pages,
Apache being a top example.

Databases

Finally, a lot of what goes on in an ecommerce website is simply just performing functions on a
database: looking up product details to render them to web users, looking up account details,
changing values like basket total and payment status, and changing states to move objects like
orders through the ecommerce process.
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3.1.4.

3.1.5.

3.1.6.

The “big Excel spreadsheet in the sky” is a web server’s chosen database engine and MySQL is the
world’s most popular open-source database system. Its name is a portmanteau of the name of its
creator’s daughter, and SQL which stands for Structured Query Language. At lot of performance
advances in web hosting in general have come from improvements in speed and reliability of
database systems, including some new, cutting edge ‘No SQL’ databases like MongoDB. But for
most ecommerece sites, the database demands are light compared to, say, Twitter, which has to be
able to return a constantly refreshing list of relevant Tweets for each of its 200m users.

The LAMP stack

In reality, many ecommerce businesses will not be making strategic decisions about which
machines to put in cupboards or even what server configurations to use. The phrase “LAMP
stack” means “Linux, Apache, MySQL, Python/Pearl” and refers to the operating system,
software, database and programming language being bundled together and installed on a web
server, a bit like how Microsoft Windows used to come already set up on PCs.

Managed hosting

More recently, ecommerce teams have taken a further step back from the detailed configuration
of web servers and opted for “managed” or cloud-based hosting instead. Cloud-based hosting
simply means that the network of servers is remote and hosted on the Internet rather than on a
machine in a cupboard in the company’s offices. Even if they are running entirely bespoke
software, engineering teams starting afresh will likely take advantage of offerings like Microsoft
Azure, Amazon Web Services (AWS) and SAP Hana, which offer hosted servers as a service. In
doing so, the business benefits from the latest developments in performance, security updates
and new product innovation as well as the security, reliability and connectivity of the hosts’ data
centres, which are normally in key locations close to the ‘backbone’ of the Internet.

The way server functionality has been commoditised and turned into components has brought the
language of web hosting closer to its applications, as many of the server/services sold by AWS
sound like the key components of an ecommerce platform that are covered in the next section.
For example:

Storage

Database

Analytics

Security, Identity and Compliance
Messaging

This may sound like an act of “marketecture” on behalf of AWS, but in fact, the optimal way of
configuring machines, operating systems and web software to perform these functions in the
fastest, most reliable way requires engineers to work backwards from the end action and make
application-specific decisions throughout the technology stack.

Understanding what’s under the bonnet

This might all sound a bit technical, and indeed redundant, as if you're starting from scratch then
best practice is simply to start with managed services. But ecommerce managers need to
understand the core workings of the machines that power their products in order to make the
business case for change.

If your business is stuck with a system that’s been built from scratch in-house, served from units

within your company’s own data centre, then at some point the case will need to be made for the
benefits in speed, reliability, and front line flexibility that could come from investing in an
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alternative. Rather than leaving engineers to operate, miserably, within the restrictions they’re
given, ecommerce managers need to get to grip with the core components in order to help make
the case for these business decisions.

Everything I know is because I’'ve been exposed to it in my job

“If you’re working in ecommerce it’s about the opportunity someone gives you — the talent they perceive, and of
course, the attitude. I've got this job because I've always thought ‘we can do it — we can solve this’.

“I never had an interest in technology before. People often think ‘T'm not techy’, but that’s rubbish. Everyone has
the opportunity to earn. Tech is the future; if you’re not in touch with it you’re out.

“In my job, you need to be a problem solver. Ecommerce is about a lot of challenges that can happen, and a lot of
them are based on technology. Most people can handle a phone or an iPad but they don’t understand the nitty
gritty of how things work. It’s really important to understand how things work and how they’re connected together.
This is about asking questions, being a good communicator. I have to be able to speak to senior staff, directors,
and warehouse workers.”

Paula Abasolo, Head of Operations and Infrastructure, Dobell

3.2. Ecommerce platforms

So far, this chapter has only explored what goes on ‘in the cupboard’ in terms of hardware,
operating systems and software, databases and programming languages.

To use desktop publishing as a metaphor: we've talked about the ‘stack’ as being Windows,
Microsoft Office, the Excel file that contains the records, and the language we’re writing the
report in. But we still haven’t actually populated it with anything.

Sometimes the word ‘stack’ refers to the modules of the ecommerce website that are required in
order to bring together an end-to-end ecommerce experience for customers. This ‘stack’ is more
like the table of contents for this report: organising the different topics and areas of the overall
experience into different, labelled components, on top of which the contents of the report can be
built. To save confusion, this guide will refer to this as the ‘ecommerce platform’ rather than
‘stack’.
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Figure 1: Key components of ecommerce platforms (image courtesy AOE)

Fulfillment
ldentity & Access PIM
Management
Marketing Tools
Search and
Recommendation CMS
ERP/CRM

It is useful to use the word ‘platform’ to refer to what follows, on the basis that a core platform can
be added to or adapted, and different applications can be built that can interact with it. For
example, mobile applications, which are their own pieces of software, run on users’ machines
(phones) and vendors’ operating systems (Apple iOS for example), each of which need access to
the same database, assets and ecommerce functionality.

The major advantages of a ‘platform’ approach, other than in assisting discussion between
engineers and marketers, are as follows:

Modules can be added, adjusted or updated with minimal architectural disruption

Developers can choose the optimal hosting environment and server configurations to suit
different types of application

Partial system failure is easier to cope with, and different fallback environments can be built

Certain processes that don’t need to operate in real time can be carried out on entirely
separate systems without the chance of certain tasks draining processor capacity (e.g. data
analysis).

Point 4 above provides ecommerce managers with a particularly good opportunity for site
optimisation, as removing non-critical processing from web servers speeds up the performance of
the website and therefore greatly impacts the customer experience.

Typically, an ecommerce platform will include a content management system (CMS), which
allows marketers to control the contents of the site), web server (where the assets, such as
words, images, etc. are hosted) and modular services which perform certain functions or link
the operation of the platform to other third party services like payment processing.

The table below outlines the different modules of an ecommerce platform from a conceptual
business perspective (rather than technological or architectural). These modules aren’t
necessarily single applications and their function could be made up of multiple smaller
applications or be part of a larger one, depending on the type and maturity of the platform, as well
as the size of the ecommerce business.
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3.2.1.

Figure 2: Core functions of an ecommerce platform
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Management Management

Business
Information
&
Reporting

Where each component is hosted will depend on the business. Some of the key components used
throughout the entire customer journey may well be wrapped up and combined into one module.
For example, several payment gateways will offer security and anti-fraud alongside payment

acceptance and even login and account management functionality.

The core functionality of each component of an established ecommerce platform is explained in
more detail below, along with the latest best practice approaches.

CMS

The main purpose of a CMS is management — it’s the user-friendly layer that lets people control
the contents of the database and the settings of the software that operates it, without the need to
code. Whether you’re a marketing manager or product owner, the CMS is the main component

you’ll use to control and adjust the site merchandising.

The requirements of the CMS will depend primarily on how many users within the business need
the ability to change content on the site, and what functions they need to be able to perform.
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The core functions of an ecommerce CMS are:

1. Intuitive navigation and indexing, so users can easily locate the content they want to
change, whether by product reference, location within the site structure, or location within
site navigation

2. Product management including easy ability to add, list, edit, and organise product listings,
including appending listings with images and other assets

3. Publishing facility including blogs, pages and site navigation changes, based on
templates or a set of templates approved by the business, as well as wizards and other tools to
create or modify content.

Depending on how divided and distributed different aspects of ecommerce management are, a
CMS could also include:

©® A dashboard showing vital commercial and operational performance information

©® Inventory tracking, including inventory warnings

©® Customer service reporting in real time, showing the nature and volume of enquiries

Open source software essentially means the code is licensed for free and can be adapted,
developed and distributed for any purpose without paying a fee. Some of the most used web
server software (like Apache) and even operating systems like Linux are open source, which is
why there are so many different versions of Linux — each one has been adapted by different teams
of developers for different purposes.

Here are seven open-source ecommerce content management systems, courtesy of cmscritic.com:

1. Magento Community Edition

N

Prestashop
OpenCart

osCommerce

CLE S

WooCommerce (Wordpress)

Jigoshop (Wordpress)

39

Drupal Commerce (Drupal)

For those who are building and maintaining their own ecommerce stacks, but don’t want to use
open source, solutions like Adobe Experience Manager are available.

Further reading

Choosing a hosted ecommerce platform: A guide to the alternatives to Magento 2
https://econsultancy.com/blog/69453-choosing-a-hosted-ecommerce-platform-a-guide-to-the-alternatives-to-

magento-2

3.2.2. Campaigns

Beyond publishing and reporting, certain marketing strategies can place a heavy burden on CMS,
especially SEO, user experience and affiliate marketing functionality.

The following specific marketing functions may require technical and architectural
considerations:
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3.2.3.

3.2.4.

Keywords for home, category and product pages. These need to be editable within the CMS
so that SEO marketers can carry out their day-to-day work unencumbered.

URL and site structures that are keyword filled, and SEO friendly. These are particularly
effective at driving traffic to deeper-linked pages (e.g.

https://www.sportsdirect.com/running/running-shoes/mens-running-shoes).

Easy deployment of landing pages that can be incorporated into or excluded from core site
navigation at marketers’ discretion (although heed the warning in section 6.5).

Provision of editable structured data schema. There are several benefits to doing this,
including getting product pages listed in Google Shopping and improving the way search
engine results are displayed to users. For example: using the real-world name of the site
instead of the domain name, and the URL structure of the site in a breadcrumb-like format:

Running Shoes - Men | JD Sports

https://mww.jdsports.co.uk » Men » Mens Footwear v

Running Shoes - Men - Shop online for Running Shoes - Men with JD Sports, the UK's leading sports
fashion retailer. ... Nike Run All Day Quick Buy Nike Run ...

Google began experimenting with this particular example for mobile search engine results in
2015, and have since started rolling out into desktop search. In this case the data
“https://www.jdsports.co.uk > Men > Mens Footwear” is specified in the breadcrumb?! within
the core schema. More information about product page schema can be found on schema.org.2

Nofollow and norobot options within the CMS. As well as preventing search engines from
following or indexing links on core elements like checkout pages, this will allow marketers
who are creating landing pages or other bespoke content to do the same.

DAM

DAM stands for digital asset management. This component is responsible for the uploading,
tagging or categorising, storage and retrieval of digital assets like documents, videos and images.

Simple DAM systems let users upload and manage graphics, photos, videos, maps, and other
assets from within the CMS, and even host non-web assets so a design team can manage assets
across the business. DAMs may present to the CMS user simply as a pop-up, like the file manager
that appears when you add an image to a site. Typically a DAM system will store and serve the
content on a separate service to the CMS, and may even involve complex availability
infrastructure such as content delivery networks, which online video platforms like Buto use to
make sure video assets load as quickly as possible and in the right format for users.

More sophisticated ecommerce websites often use third-party DAM systems that may be accessed
by multiple retailers. Nielsen Brandbank, for example, hosts assets for a large number of FMCG
(fast moving consumer goods) manufacturers, and supplies the majority of UK retailers with the
assets they need to merchandise these products digitally, even including photography and
product data.

User generated content (reviews)

According to Nielsen’s annual Trust in Advertising survey, online consumer opinions are the
second most trusted form of communication.

http://schema.org/breadcrumb
http://schema.org/Product
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Figure 3: Most Trusted Forms of Communication, according to Nielsen

Personal Recommendation

Online advertising 41%

Used in the right way, encouraging customers to review products on your site could be very
useful, but you could also waste a lot of time.

An often overlooked but important consideration in managing reviews is being seen to respond to
negative reviews, particularly where the review relates to the service offered rather than the
product. Frequent negative product reviews should be referred back to the supplier, or lead to
products being pulled.

Dealing with reviews is a bit like handling social media: you need to let people say what they
want, and only intervene in the profane or dangerous. Customer reviews when analysed can also
reveal a lot about buying behaviour.

Reviews are a crucial bridge between the real, touchy-feely world, and the as-yet-unknown reality
of a product purchased remotely. As a result, user reviews that validate purchase decisions
generally tend to increase conversions. They can eliminate any doubts potential customers may
have about a product, or can help product selection.

Customers sometimes enjoy leaving reviews, while others require little incentive before they do
so.

Customer reviews can improve SEQ, as they create a steady stream of new, unique, regularly
updated content for search engines. Customers often search specifically for product reviews so
make sure marketers monitor and optimise performance for search phrases that include product
keyword + ‘review’.

If review content is correctly formatted, then reviews can sometimes become incorporated into
what’s seen on the search engine results page, creating another opportunity to differentiate and
increase click-throughs. Also, the additional content generated by user reviews increases the
chance of ranking well for long-tail searches — lower volume but much more specific search
phrases, which tend to indicate that a customer is seeking to purchase rather than browse.

All reviews are valuable, and a mix of positive and negative reviews helps to improve consumer
trust in the opinions they read.

Indeed, stats from Reevoo suggest that the presence of bad reviews actually improves
conversions. Of course, too many bad reviews aren’t good for business and research from
Lightspeed found that between one and three bad online reviews would be enough to deter the
majority of shoppers from purchasing a product or service. The tolerance of bad reviews also
varies depending on age groups.
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Don’t forget that people reading reviews will apply differing degrees of subjectivity depending on
the type of product or service: reported deficiencies with electrical products might be taken as
read, whereas film reviews are expected to divide opinions. Individuals reading holiday reviews
might decide whether to heed or ignore negative reviews based on the tone, language and even
writing standards.

Attracting reviews

One guaranteed method of getting enough customer reviews to make your product pages more
persuasive for shoppers is to use a third-party reviews provider, such as Reevoo or Bazaarvoice.

This is a useful way to build up a body of reliable reviews for product pages that could otherwise
take some time.

The potential downside is that such reviews tell other potential customers nothing about buying
from your site in particular, as reviews are generally syndicated.

Sending an email after a customer has purchased an item to ask for a review is a good idea, so
long as they’ve been given enough time to receive and experience the product. This might vary
product-to-product, even in the same retailer. Other tips are as follows:

Ask for reviews on product pages

Attach particular requests for reviews to new or niche products

Keep it simple: provide a rating (out of five, for example) as well as written options

Automate purchase verification so customers don’t have to prove they’ve bought the item in
question. In particular, anti-bot verification should be seamless to legitimate people — they
shouldn’t have to prove they’re human!

Consider ranking reviews by recency, or by allowing other users to rate the reviews (Figure 4).
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Figure 4: TripAdvisor allows viewers to ‘thank’ reviewers

® © ® /& Royal Bath Hotel & Spa (Bour X |\ e
<« C | @& TipAdvi...LLC [US] | https:/www.tripad... ¥ | Bfy /g @ o8 r @
Overview Rooms Reviews About More - £39 View Deal
Booking.com
@)(@)(®@®)() Reviewed 2 days ago
Pleasantly surprised
This was our third stay. The first stay was excellent we had a lovely
jmmychooti balcony view and the weather was beautiful so we made full use of
Bristol, UK your beautiful garden and had a lovely meal in the front restaurant. Our
@21 w15 second stay was absolutely awful... More
W Thank jimmychoebristol I~
@@OOO Reviewed 2 days ago
' Disappointing although great location
It's a good location close to the seafront and town centre. The room
imp001D however was very small with no windows. There was very litile storage
Swindan, space and the wardrobe was used for storing ironing board etc making
K}’n’::;:m it difficult to use. There is a spa/leisure... More
@28 w16 s Thank tmp0010 -
r & @) @) @)@ ) Reviewed 2 days ago
Far better than anticipated, tall & unfit people
beware, parking a bargain!
AN B Beautiful, Edwardian, central hotel. Several different room types, we
London had a Lexx executive room with a 6ft square bed. (the biggest &
30 w56 longest they have!) This was pleasantly decorated with a high (111t
plus) ernately comniced ceiling, The curtains were were bright,art
nouveau style and... More
e Thank Ann B Ll
@OOOO Reviewed 2 days ago
AWFUL!
Having booked a spa weekend for my mother hen do back in august for
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6. Consider filtering reviews so customers are more likely to see reviews from people who

demonstrate similarly behaviours to them, or alternatively let people describe themselves or
their purchase intentions when they leave the review (Figure 5).

Figure 5: TripAdvisor requires reviewers to describe the purpose of their hotel

stay when leaving a review

® 0 ® /o wite areview- TipAdvisor X\

(5

C | & TripAdvisor LLC [US] | https://www.tripadvi uk/Use:

)

advisor

-9315934-d291346-The_Blakeney_Hotel-Blakeney_Norfolk_East_Anglia_England.html ¥ rl'l A

The Blakeney Hotel
The Quay, Blakeney NR25 7NE, England

[
Your first-hand experiences really help other travellers. Thanks!

Your overall rating of this property Draf saved at 11:51.

OO0OO0 «zxxm

Title of your review

Summarize your visit or highlight an interesting detail

Your review Tips for writing a great review

Tell people about your experience: your room, location, amenities?

(200 character minimum)

@ what sort of trip was this?
Business Couples Family Friends Solo
This field is required.

When did you travel?

Select one 3

Recent reviews of this property

Martin G
©@@@0O“Short Coastal break”
Atwo night sty to recharge the batteries, a lovely hotel in
 superb location with low key service but really attentive
staff. The A+ room.
more

Pearl191
©O@@@“Another lovely stay™

Just a four night stay, but as ever we were well looked

after with wondertul food. Our room in the Grannary

Annex (because of having a dog

more

Juliet H
W 00000 Another very restful and
enjoyable break”
A short stay in this lovely hotel is just the ticket i it is
peace and relaxation that you need above all things. The
dinner menus were.
e
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7. Consider average score summaries to make it easier for people to compare products at a
glance (Figure 6).

Figure 6: Tapping Amazon review summaries on tablet reveals a breakdown of
the scores

© Anywhere &

a Tortoise in Love [DVD]: Ama X

& (& @ https://www.amazon.co.uk/Tor t n/dy i "J t :

— B m

Shop by € SL Your
Department ~ SL's Amazon Today's Deals rds & TopUp  Sell Your Account ~  Prime ~

DVD & Blu-ray Movies TV~ Amazon Video  Top Offers New & Future Releases Blu-ray Box Sets Best Sellers LOVEFILM DVD Rental

Tortoise in Love [DVD] share M E1 W @

Tom Mitchelson (Actor), Guy Browning (Director) Rated: Suitable for 12 years

-
A stepy Englis

and over Format: DVD = Buy New
HERIUsERIo\ mon cr. R ¥ 40 customer reviews £3.98

4.1 out of 5 stars prime

23 .

. Only 1 left in stock.
— ’ Amazon New Used Sold by ReNew Entertainment and
sl 6 Price from from Fulfilled by Amazon. Gift-wrap
d — £3.08 vPrime 314 £138 available.
U 3

} Add to Basket

See all 40 reviews » aw, 14 Oct.? Order within 7 hrs 6 mins and choose

EApress veuver y au wnecnoud. Details Turn on 1-Click ordering for this browser

Sold by ReNew Entertainment and Fulfilled by Amazon. Gift-wrap available.

| Note: This item is eligible for click and collect. Details

‘- " 0J Report incorrect product information. N\ Buy Used
‘ | £1.38

Special offers and product promotions L R :,

e Instantly receive a £10 Amazon.co.uk Gift Card if you're approved for the Amazon Platinum Other Sellers on Amazon
Mastercard with Instant Spend. Representative 21.9% APR (variable). Credit offered by NewDay
Ltd, over 18s only, subject to status. Terms apply. Learn more £3-v99 Add to Basket
prime
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Figure 7: Dobell makes extensive use of reviews, review averages and third-party
hallmarks like Trustpilot

® © © /¢ ity Livery Companies’ White x e

& C | ® www.dobell.co.uk/city-livery-companies-white-tie-package-full-white-tie-outfit-shoes-free-delivery/ w|E s r @ :

& TRUSTPILOT CUSTOMERS LOVE

Rated EXCELLENT by OUR FORMAL WEAR!

over 22,500 customers WE HAVE LOADS OF GREAT
‘CUSTOMER REVIEWS

WRITE A REVIEW »

1-3.0f 3 reviews

*ok ok ok ok This is an excellent package - quick delivery and fit me perfectly. Thanks + Yes, | recommended this product
A very much

L B ¢ lordered this product for an event and this was delivered within 2 days. +/ Yes, | recommended this product
Andrew H When the package amaived | found that the quality of the product was.

very good and infact better than many of the hire shops that i had tried. |
did have a slight issue with the bow tie which i had eriginally ordered pre-
tied as the elastic fastener broke when | tried it on. I called Dobell and
they despetched a replecement bow tie the same day so no hassle at all
Having seen the quality of the products | would not hesitate to
recommend Dobell for any formal events

L 0 For someone who will only wear this annually this is a good package; +/ Yes, | recommended this product

Mary D quality and cut excellent, waistcoat backless but good enough; excellent
to have a seff-ie white tie; shoes a bit narrow. Al in all good value and
prompt service.

‘WHY BUY FROM US?
4.8 hdkhh
Google
Customer Reviews

8. Reward people for leaving reviews. Some dedicated review websites gamify this, but retailers
could offer incentives within their loyalty programmes (section 6.7.6) to encourage people to
leave reviews.

TripAdvisor: the funniest reviews, biggest controversies and best spoofs
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/news/TripAdvisor-the-funniest-reviews-biggest-controversies-and-best-

Further reading

spoofs/

3.2.5. Web analytics

It’s unlikely that ecommerce managers would commission any system without some form of
analytics but modern marketers may need to implement a range of different tracking systems,
some of which may be temporary.

CMS configuration can allow the insertion and amendment of different tracking codes to make
this undertaking more autonomous, and let marketers set up and run different programmes from
overall analytics reporting, to customer journey mapping, usability testing, affiliate tracking and
A/B testing.

The alternative to allowing insertion of tracking codes via the CMS is to agree a routine

programme of deployments of new tracking systems, and make this function part of ‘business as
usual’.
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Ecommerce managers really need to be confident using analytics

“We don’t use a sophisticated analytics system. But we try and make sure everyone in the team is capable of
looking at reports, and digging into it in enough of a way to give us pointers and guides. Simple things like time
on page, exit rates, where people go next, which page most visited, most exited, etc.

“We try as much as possible to embed a culture that whatever you think, try to find some evidence that supports,
embellishes or refutes it.”

David Kohn, Customer & Ecommerce Director, Heal’s

3.2.6. Login and account management

It would be extremely unusual for even the most basic ecommerce system not to include login and
account management functionality. But for ecommerce managers considering a modular or
hybrid approach, the ability to choose a specialist vendor for login and account management has
advantages.

More complex businesses may also find that login and account management services are not the
sole preserve of ecommerce functionality, and ecommerce platforms may be required to interact
with other business systems to preserve a centralised way of managing customers’ details,
preferences and other settings.

Having a single identity per customer is important for any sized business. Often where a business
has multiple digital offerings (which is particularly the case with supermarkets) the customer
ends up with multiple accounts. This is both annoying for the customer as moving between sites is
inconvenient, but also tying up a customer’s behaviour into a single picture becomes tricky.

This is equally true for smaller businesses where the concept of a single customer profile may not
exist: it makes doing any marketing analysis even more complicated and causes lots of double
counting.

Gigya (just acquired by SAP at the time of writing), Bitium and onelogin are examples of specialist
customer identity management platforms. But the “big four” (Google, Apple, Facebook and
Amazon) all have a role to play in login and account management: Google and Amazon via their
hosted ecommerce service offerings, which include login and account management services, but
Facebook specifically due to the adoption of its “Log in with Facebook” feature.

Around half a million websites offer Facebook Login as a faster way to create and/or access an
account, and the simple explanation is: convenience. Minor as it may seem, not having to key in
email address details, especially on mobile, is a boon to customer convenience and a great way to
reduce checkout abandonment (26% of respondents in a one Econsultancy surveys3 stated that
being forced to register would cause them to abandon a purchase).

Further reading

Social login adoption grows despite privacy concerns
https://econsultancy.com/blog/66711-social-login-adoption-grows-despite-privacy-concerns

The pros and cons of a Facebook login on ecommerce sites
https://econsultancy.com/blog/61911-the-pros-and-cons-of-a-facebook-login-on-ecommerce-sites

Facebook Login best practices
https://developers.facebook.com/docs/facebook-login /best-practices

3 https: //econsultancy.com/blog/7730-why-do-consumers-abandon-online-purchases
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3.2.7.

PIM / MDM

Not all ecommerce platforms will require dedicated PIM (Product Information Management) or
MDM (Master Data Management) functionality. The smaller the catalogue, the less important it is
to have a dedicated system. The need is driven up in turn, however, by specification complexity.

The main benefit of having a PIM system is that it provides a centralised, single view of all
product details. This makes it easier to ensure the consistency and accuracy of product
information across all retail channels, especially for larger inventories. It also makes it easier to
build additional software products that have different requirements.

If a new product, such as a mobile app, only requires certain information, then it can query the
PIM system and receive only the information it needs in return. Likewise, third parties that are
updating technical information can be given restricted access to PIM systems (albeit with
approval workflows), in the secure knowledge that they are not being granted access to any other
aspect of the ecommerce platform.

PIM systems typically hold information including:

Product names
Product descriptions of various lengths
Meta text for the product page, as well as possible SEO friendly URLSs

Defining attributes, used for SKU resolution, and a combination of multiple attributes usually
resolves to an item

Descriptive attributes not intended for any SKU resolution but that provide more information
about the product

Images of different sizes including metadata, videos and other product merchandising content
Taxonomy details that help put products into the right categories

Any other information required, for example: food ingredients, safety instructions, related
items such as replacement parts or consumables, etc.

Some sectors conventionally use shared third-party PIM operators, enabling brand owners to
control product information in one centralised place, from which multiple retailers can obtain
product information. Many FMCG brands make use of Brandbank, as previously mentioned, for
the same reason.

Smaller businesses probably hold pricing information (or at least recommended retail price) with
the product details. Other businesses will have separate applications for price management. It
may be that a base price comes through from the supplier and then a set of rules is used to
calculate the selling price.

Non-product or complex retailers have PIM models that depend on third parties’ systems to
provide real-time inventory information, for example, anything involving travel bookings, where a
two-way live relationship between vendor and multiple platforms will be essential in allowing
customers to specify, price, hold and purchase from limited global ‘stock’, such as the number of
seats on a plane or beds in a hotel.

MDM refers to a slightly broader concept. It still relates to data accuracy, consistency and
centralised availability, but applies to all data that could suffer from being held in multiple places,
or be updated or overwritten by different services using non-real time processes. The MDM
‘owns’ the data and is the only one that can make changes (at least to the core information). Other
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3.2.8.

3.2.0.

applications then get the relevant data periodically (either doing a full refresh or deltas) to use but
they can’t make changes to it.

MMS

The MMS - or ‘Merchandising Management System’ — is used by larger ecommerce retailers to
handle promotion management, demand forecasting, pricing/stock/inventory management, and
supplier management (POs/invoicing/etc.). These systems tend to be operated by separate buying
and merchandising teams (section 5.2).

In smaller ecommerce retailers, the reality is more likely to be based on bespoke applications and
spreadsheets.

Customer support

The level of support people will need to navigate through to purchase will depend on how
complex your product is. Ultimately, decisions on how much real-time support to offer will be
down to cost. The conversion benefits to higher value purchases (even if they’re for simple items)
could easily justify one-to-one assistance. Equally, there’s an argument to be made that unless
ecommerce prices are significantly cheaper than your high street offering (if you have one),
customers should be able to expect the same level of service online as they get in store.

One of the most practical recent applications of Al has emerged with chatbots — mini software
programs designed to interact with consumers on a one-to-one basis without the need for a
human to manage the conversation in real time.

In online chat, where customers are already using text to converse, chatbots can be built that
require very little actual AT in order to interact with humans. Chatbot complexity ranges from the
ability to analyse (or “parse”) short snippets of text and respond to inputs with simple Yes/No
questions, all the way to natural language processing (NLP) powered systems like those provided
by Transversal, whose processing is dependent on the latest developments in Al to learn
information and behaviours.

Beware the potential for customer frustration if they don’t realise they’re talking to a chatbot, or if
the functionality of the chatbot is so limited as to make it useless for all but the most
straightforward questions (which a well-researched site navigation should be able to solve more
easily anyway). And remember that even the best system is only as good as the data it’s fed. A
chatbot could be amazing at synonym matching and multi-language support but if you haven’t fed
in the content effectively then, just like a human, it won’t be able to help anyone.

You can find out more about AT application in Econsultancy’s Trend Briefing: Artificial
Intelligence (AI)4 report, a supplement to the Innovation Best Practice Guide.5

Whether human- or bot-based, think carefully about where and when to offer chat. Does it make
sense to pop up immediately on arrival, or at other trigger points: extended dwell time, or on
product pages, or once a customer has started to specify a product or build a basket? Where are
the sticking points in your journey? And what are the best ways to help people through them? Is a
basic chat facility the key to reducing the ‘wrong kind’ of checkout abandonment (section 7.2.2)?

Decision time frames are also worth considering: if a user is earlier on in their purchase journey,
offering an email or social route to contact might be a cheaper but acceptable alternative because
there’s more time. The same principle applies to the time of day: customer service centre shifts
will need to be organised around optimum purchase windows rather than ‘normal office hours’.

https://econsultancy.com/reports/trend-briefings-artificial-intelligence-ai
https://econsultancy.com/reports/innovation-best-practice-guide
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3.2.10.

Payments

Payments are covered in a number of sections of this report, namely 6.1 (site design affordances)
6.6 (checkout), and in particular 6.6.1, which includes an example of how payment gateway Stripe
has put the rest of the world to shame with the simplicity of its payment details entry form. 7.2.1
talks about the importance of payment processor performance and 7.2.2 warns of the significant
role payment processing can play in checkout abandonment, and chapter 8 puts payment
problems at the heart of opportunities to innovate.

6.7 advises that a powerful benefit of offering customer profiles is allowing people to store
different payment cards. This can easily be handled without going against the advice in section
5.6, which states that using an outsourced payment gateway is generally the safest way to go.

So what’s left to say about payments? The author recommends, on balance, the following:

Using a gateway is the optimum route. But this should involve complete and seamless
integration with the site design — hosted payment pages are poor and unnecessary.

Offer payment options based on customer needs. Reduce choice and confusion by only
offering the essentials — although more payment types will be required for different international
customers, and attempting to penetrate a local market like Estonia will require significantly more
options than Visa and Mastercard (

Ecommerce Best Practice Guide Page 26

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any information storage
and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher. Copyright © Econsultancy.com Ltd 2017



Figure 8).
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Figure 8: The popularity of direct-from-bank payment options in Estonia means
AndMoreFashion offers 24 different payment options

® © ® /7 shopping Cart - AndMoreFas x |1\ e
&« | @ Secure | https://www.andmorefashion.com/checkout/cart/ - L r @
Mabile phone (+372500000)* Address*
+372
PAYMENT METHOD
Subtotal €29.95
Grand Total €29.95
Estonia ~ (including taxes)
e IS SEB | Nordea ™ | accept the terms
Nordea® E B S po—r

| SEB | Nordea™ Nordea ™

@Pumnla Atanoasanses Handelsbanken S-Pankki
sasstopankk VISA @ PayPal
This webpage uses cookies. Find out more here. @

Consider multiple gateways if you can shop around for better deals in different countries —
but be sure to make the process standardised and seamless for customers.

PayPal. Although you’ll pay more, a lot of the issues around fraud will be dealt with by PayPal
and for new or smaller ecommerce retailers, PayPal may offer an improved sense of trust. It may
also be certain users’ preferred online payment option because of the features it offers to a
generation that are rapidly abandoning email (Figure 9).
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Figure 9: Customers can choose to receive receipts for purchases made with
PayPal via Facebook Messenger

PPrayra + © x

PayPal is on Messenger

You can now use your PayPal account to shop on Facebook
and get receipts right in Messenger.

Pay with Change »
B MasterCard x-7131

You agree that Facebook Inc. can transmit your payment instructions to
PayPal, so that you can pay ith 3l directl Facebook Inc. to
Facebook Inc. and to identified recipients using the Facebook Inc.
platform. You allow PayPal to share your PayPal transaction details with
Facebook Inc.. ... Show maore

Get PayPal receipts in Messenger

v Send to @ Messenger
éj Steffan Aquarone Not you?

Any information sent or received in Meszenger can be used according to
Facebock's Data Policy

Agree and Continue

Not now

You'll be able to review your order before you complete your purchase.

Chargebacks. Chargebacks happen when customers tell their card issuer that they didn’t order
or receive the goods they’ve been charged for. Whatever your size, you'll need a process for
handling chargeback disputes to avoid this becoming a drain on resources. Larger retailers will
automate the creation of ordering and delivery evidence required to respond to chargeback
requests.

Anti-fraud. As section 5.6 noted, card fraud can be a big problem for online retailers and the
truth is that no retailer is big enough to tackle the problem alone. Like anti-virus software
managers, card companies and gateways subscribe to shared services that can help blacklist
stolen card details so they’re not allowed through checkout.

But retailers can use other data to identify fraud earlier than the payment stage too — delivery
address blacklists, for example, or order value triggers that allow orders to proceed but flag them
for manual confirmation prior to dispatch. There are even fraud-related patterns that can be
detected from details such as the combination of keys used to create a new user account —
advanced fraud prevention strategies might feed a number of data points into a platform such as
Siftscience to obtain real-time scoring that can help make decisions about which transactions to
flag.

User experience. Despite the advancement of anti-fraud tools across the online payments
industry, generally the user experience of payments hasn’t kept up. The mere existence of 3D
secure suggests banks and card companies are thinking only about managing down risk, and not
managing up conversion for retailers.
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3D secure requires users to create a separate password for their payment card, and recall specific
digits before being allowed to complete an online purchase. It’s a cold conversion killer — and
many retailers have decided, wisely, to take the hit on cost of turning off 3D secure in the interests
of customer convenience and conversion.

Figure 10: Example of 3D secure payment verification — some payment
processing experiences can be horrifically badly designed

Verified by m”§f.3c {ux}k
VISA o

Please submit your Verified by Visa Password
Merchant:
Amount: GBP 2.00
Date:
Card number: X000 OO 200X
Your Personal Greeting:

Please enter the 15t, 6th
7th characters of
Verified by Visa Passwo

PLEASE NOTE: We will never request your security details by
email. If you receive any suspicious emails, please forward
them to phishing@hsbc.com

| Submit | ElHelp Cancel

Cryptocurrency. If you feel that there is unmet demand from customers wanting to buy with
bitcoin, or a PR opportunity in accepting cryptocurrency, then go for it. But if not, don’t bother.

Don’t forget form prefills. Most major web and mobile browsers make it easy for customers
to store payment details and auto-complete all but the ‘last three digits’ of payment details in web
forms — so ensure names of payment form fields are standardised and aligned with
browsers’ autofill options.

Payments is one of our core integrations

“We used to work with seven different [systems for offering different payment options] — each with different
integrations and applications. But since moving to Adyen, we have one system to integrate with different
payment options. They are technology-led and really understand ecommerce complexity.”

Paula Abasolo, Head of Operations and Infrastructure, Dobell
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4. Approach I: Upfront analysis

This section will help people who are seeking an understanding of ecommerce best practice from
the ground up, whether that’s because it’s new to the business, new to them, or because they’re
joining a team that’s been operating ecommerce for some time but has an appetite for appraisal
and improvement.

4.1. Cultural change

Even in an ‘online’ business — one which has had a web presence since its inception — embracing
ecommerce can be slow. If a business has already invested in an ecommerce solution then sudden
change might break the smooth operation of ‘business as usual’, or the business might still expect
to get more from its original investment without funding further changes.

However, customers don’t care about the stage a business is in its technology cycle, and the only
long-term solution to staying ahead of the game is being responsive to change, and building
review and improvement into technology investments.

Achieving this starts with alignment around a vision. In today’s customer-driven world, this
vision will likely be a customer vision and it could require some substantial changes to the way a
business sees the role of ecommerce.

Getting everyone aligned and rooting for your vision may involve cultural change across the
business — bringing people together from ‘online’ and ‘offline’.

The degree to which businesses truly understand their customers is still questionable. There is
often a disconnect between how customers are viewed online and how they’re seen in the real
world, creating the tendency to treat people differently in different environments, even though
they’re the same person.

Furthermore, mistakes are often made because people think their customers are like them.
Nothing beats directly asking the customer (or potential customer) to get an understanding of

their needs, decision points and current frustrations. Good research doesn’t have to cost much
but will give you a much better idea on how to build out your strategy.

4.2. Understanding things from a customer’s point of view

Saying that ‘understanding the customer is key’ sounds trite

“But in a business of our size (there are eight in the ecommerce team, four of whom are responsible for
product/content) it’s very easy to forget what the customer is trying to do. Whether you call it role-playing or
scenario setting, we try and divorce ourselves from what we know and try to work our way through basic
customer situations and assess them more objectively.

“There’s a lot of cliché talked about it — putting yourself in the mind of the customer — but putting yourself in the
mind of the customer is essential.”

David Kohn, Customer & Ecommerce Director, Heal’s
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To truly understand a customer’s needs, they must be thought of in the round. Then the thinker
needs to put themselves in the customers’ shoes, and think about the most useful, relevant and
timely engagements that they might want to make across their entire journey or lifecycle.

Only then, when “the journey” in its broadest sense is defined, can ecommerce professionals
begin to build the technology that puts the right things in the right places to serve the customers’
needs at any point in the journey, whether it be where they arrive on site, when they’re looking for
information or wanting to buy.

A notable example is how John Lewis grew its ecommerce performance to 33% of retail sales in
the years leading up to 2016. One of the ways it brought together ‘online’ and ‘offline’ worlds was
making the high risk decision to extend its trading promise of “Never Knowingly Undersold” to its
online store.

It also extended its click-and-collect service to almost every John Lewis and Waitrose store. But
as well as this, ecommerce was thought about at a company-wide level through addressing the
future of retail in its widest possible sense.

If you don’t follow your customers you’re dead

“We can help influence people, but we can’t change them. The retail revolution is what we called it. We wanted to
signal to everyone in JLP that things were changing, that we felt the tectonic plates moving.

“At the macro level, we set some very challenging targets — 40% of sales online by 2020. This was top-down
recognition that our business was changing and has to change. It opened the door to thinking about a lot of
things differently.”

Paul Coby, John Lewis, quoted in Econsultancy’s Innovation Best Practice Report®

4.3. Customer missions

John Lewis’s Retail Report 20167 revealed four common missions it had distilled from
interrogating customer data across all of its channels:

“Today, purchase behaviour is more closely linked to customers’ goals than ever before. Their
individual needs are at the centre of the journey, whether they are shopping with a phone, on a
laptop or visiting a shop.

“Through mixing and matching channels, they can cater for any possible scenario, from seeking
inspiration to making an emergency purchase. From analysing the preferred options selected
during these journeys, we have seen four common customer missions emerge.”

Mission 1: I need it urgently
“Customers on an urgent mission are not interested in taking their time to enjoy the experience;

they know what they want and they need to get hold of it as quickly and conveniently as
possible. Often on-the-go, they are likely to buy using their smartphones.

o https://econsultancy.com/reports/innovation-2017-best-practice-quide/
7 https: //www.johnlewis.com/content/the-john-lewis-retail-report-2016
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Mission 2: Entertain and inspire me

“When customers are in the mood to be entertained or inspired, shopping is not just about the
products they buy; it is the experience that counts. Our customers increasingly use social media
when embarking on these missions to find inspiration and source ideas.

Mission 3: Advise me

“The range of products and services on offer for every area of modern life is constantly
expanding. While social media and online reviews can be fantastic for inspiration and
information, they can be overwhelming, leading customers to feel confused and in need of more
personalised advice. In this mindset, customers want to consult a trusted authority to help make
the right choice.

Mission 4: I buy on a whim

“Not everyone who comes into a John Lewis shop has a particular mission in mind; 37% of
customers are just browsing. They may spot some items that are missing from their lives and
pick them up on a whim. They are not as likely to have done any research. They are also not in a
rush but enjoy browsing a broad range of options.”

Paying to step back

Lots of external data, which shows how much people are spending online, can certainly help make
the case for change, but informed investment needs to be rooted in data about customers. How
are our customers changing? What are the tipping points in our customers’ behaviour?

Sometimes reframing a business from the inside can be tricky, so hiring an external consultancy
to come in can help answer questions about the role and purpose of ecommerce. Such consultancy
should focus on customers, including finding out more about how they perceive the brand and
what their goals are in order to work out how online can help achieve these goals.

Even in a successful, long standing ecommerce business these factors can change or get forgotten
in the course of ‘business as usual’. But as with any reflection or innovation project, the point
where performance is strong is the best place to start thinking “what do we need to do differently
in the future?”.

This type of undertaking can also help reveal changes in the market, especially how different
groups of customers go about researching and buying. For example: in ski holiday purchasing, a
younger demographic with significant spending power has a much higher technology expectation
and the propensity for certain customer groups to shop around and make decisions based on site
design alone can cause sudden disruption to market share.

Even if you don’t commission external help, doing upfront analysis and understanding how things
work is well worth the time as long as it doesn’t lead to analysis paralysis. Getting the balance
right is key: on the one hand, your new team won’t trust that you understand the business if you
jump straight in; but if you spend a year coming up with your roadmap they could become
disillusioned.

A quick and effective way of doing upfront analysis is simply to carry out interviews with a wide
range of different people: marketers, operations people, developers, senior stakeholders — even
the people who pick up and pack the orders. What do they understand the vision to be? What is
the point of ecommerce, and what’s their day-to-day involvement? Where are the pain points? It’s
worth asking about even the simple things like about how people get content onto the site, and
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how it’s been built. This doesn't need to involve comprehensive documentation, just a range of
views from different perspectives to help set the scene.

Benchmarking

If you're starting a new position in an ecommerce team, the first thing to understand is what
technologies are in place, and how the business has performed historically. This might be harder
than it sounds if the right metrics have not been captured consistently for a long period of time.

The purpose of this data isn’t only to look at historic sales volumes and how much marketing
investment, human resource and other resource it took to achieve them; it’s also to try to
understand how much the ecommerce team has done to understand their customers, and what
changes have resulted from research, or experimentation, or feedback, for example.

This is what a lot of marketing people spend a lot of time doing, but it’s just as much the job of
ecommerce leaders. It’s particularly important to understand the hardware that customers are
browsing and buying on, and to pay particular attention to how well the site performs across
these different devices.

The next step is to compare these results with how other businesses in the sector are performing.
This may be easier said than done, especially in industries that are changing. For example, the
cruise sector is quite immature in terms of direct ecommerce activity, despite it being part of one
of the sectors that has been most up-ended by the web.

This research will help you understand where your current proposition fits in the marketplace.
Are you leading the curve, or behind it? How does the share of ecommerce sales compare to share
of brand awareness? If there is a high share of brand awareness, but a lower share of ecommerce
sales, then there are probably conversion issues that need addressing before any further
significant investment is made in advertising.

It might well be the case that the marketing, content and acquisition teams are responsible for

bringing people to the site, and the ecommerce team’s job is to optimise the path to conversion,
but if these teams’ visions aren’t aligned then it won’t work.
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5. Approach II: Planning

5.1. KPI setting

There’s no point starting work unless you know what you're aiming for. But it can be surprisingly

difficult to find out what the organisation’s expectations are. If there is no clear business strategy,

or no goals, then part of the project might be to work with the rest of the business to come up with
the framework into which ecommerce activity can fit.

In these precious early parts of the journey it’s also worth trying to understand the change
process. How easy is it to get things done? What change will be needed in order to deliver what’s
required in ecommerce? Who is empowered to do what: can merchandise and product managers
access and edit the site directly? Can UX people get stuff tested and done easily? Roadblocks in
these key areas are well worth identifying early on.

5.2. Team structures

There are lots of quick ways to get online, and very small retailers might be minded to use a plug-
and-play platform or even begin their ecommerce journeys within a marketplace like Amazon,
EBay or Etsy.

But it’s not just small retailers that could benefit from starting out using entirely third party, out
of the box solutions. A lot can be learned from starting inside an established ecommerce
ecosystem before branching out and this is just as viable an option for an ecommerce manager
coming into an established team as it is starting from scratch.

A lot of ecommerce people come from an IT background

“Sometimes you just have to get stuck in to get things done. But you’ll often find at a system operations level
there is just one person who is really clever and understands everything, but it’s all in their head. This comes
from people trying to get stuff done quickly and not thinking ‘how should we make sure the knowledge is
shared?’.

“Tt is likely they are a disillusioned senior developer and a potential flight risk.

“This is a big risk to the business — both due to potential loss of understanding and because they become a
bottleneck to delivering change.”

Isabel Mack, Chief Product Owner (eCommerce), Iglu

Team structures in ecommerce tend to break down into three core areas: strategy and
management, technology and ‘business as usual’ (Figure 11).
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Figure 11: Ecommerce team structures
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The roles that scale the most in terms of people tend to be those most directly connected to order
volumes — technical support and order management — or total product lines — such as SKU (stock
keeping unit) managers or catalogue managers.

The language of job titles varies widely, with those who have commercial accountability often
referred to in equivalent, brick-and-mortar role titles like “trading manager”. But regardless of

phraseology, a typical ecommerce retailer turning over up to £10m a year might have a team of
seven or eight, structured as shown in Figure 12.

Figure 12: An example org chart of an ecommerce retailer turning over up to
£10m per year
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As revenue exceeds £10m — or in particular as order volumes or catalogue sizes increase — head
count in certain roles will increase to reflect the increased customer demands and/or benefit of
development and optimisation (Figure 13).

Figure 13: An example org chart for an ecommerce retailer turning over in excess
of £10m per year

\
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Ecommerce businesses that exceed the £50m turnover level will likely see significant parts of the
customer support and catalogue functionality moving over to separate business functions, and the
core ecommerce team starting to look more like a large technology team, likely running a
significant amount of the technology themselves (Figure 14).
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5.3.

Figure 14: An example of an org chart for an ecommerce business turning over in
excess of £50m per year, where some functions may be moved out to other teams

— =

In these larger teams, the challenge of too much information being held by too few overworked
individuals can be resolved by organising the ecommerce team around products rather than
disciplines, and having a multi-skilled team responsible for each product. Through this ownership
ecommerce managers can empower people to ensure that a good level of understanding of the
system is shared among the team and dependency is not placed on any one member.

How to prioritise

Depending on what you find out in the research phase, and once you know the size of your
available investment and the organisation’s attitude to change, you can start to shape your long-
term plans.

Many of the expert contributors to this report warned against setting bold strategic ambitions or
transformative projects for ecommerce when what is really needed is focused attention on
whatever is at the top of a fluid set of priorities or improvements while ensuring ‘business as
usual’ is carried out optimally and without error.

Similar warnings were shared about prioritising what to document. While some documentation is
essential for complex areas, large documentation can go out of date quickly and can be difficult
for new team members to pick up.

I’m a big advocate of minimal documentation

“The test scripts / scenarios should be able tell the story of how the system works - what functionality it enables.
Then a system context diagram to explain the overall product architecture and some core journey / transaction
maps for more complex areas.

“For example I had a complex diagram to explain the booking transaction for cruise holidays. It documented
everything that happened once the customer selected the ‘complete booking’ button at the checkout before they
saw the booking success message.
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I’m a big advocate of minimal documentation (cont.)

“There were multiple transactions, multiple systems and multiple failure points to manage and it was really
important that everyone understood what happened (in both happy and failure scenarios).

“Any other documentation produced should only be ‘alive’ for as long as the work to make the change is being
done. Once the change is delivered the test scripts and core journey maps can be updated and then the other bits

discarded.”

Isabel Mack, Chief Product Owner (eCommerce), Iglu

Fix the process first

It could in fact be beneficial to skip the technical optimisations at first and focus on ensuring
online customer experience is understood and optimised across the business. Do people outside
the ecommerce team understand the process by which new products and promotional content are
published? Starting with people and processes before attempting technological optimisations
could also help win round the embattled lead developer who will see you doing the things they
might not have been able to do — and reduce wasteful technology requests.

As with any aspect of business that requires ongoing maintenance as well as future strategy
setting, ecommerce needs leadership and that means bringing the right people together around a
table to discuss a shared vision for the experience they want customers to have, and the business
objectives that run alongside it.

It doesn’t mean prescribing the order of technology tasks by committee, though. There are
various agile software development approaches that focus on how cross-functional teams can
work collaboratively, and how planning and development can be made more flexible. While these
frameworks vary in approach and application, they usually have the following in common:

Clear goal setting over short periods of time (e.g. two weeks)

Small, focused teams working flexibly and collaboratively

Regular review and reflection (e.g. daily)

Product owners to help keep the team focused and deflect distraction from other stakeholders

Dedication to ‘shipping’ working code at the end of the period
Agile software development frameworks are based on a philosophy of continuous improvement
rather than working to big project deliverables. There may be big ‘epics’ that the product team
need to deliver, such as adding a new payment method. But agile approaches encourage people to

break work down into deliverable chunks rather than have a whole list of requirements that must
be delivered before something can go live and the benefit realised.

It is crucial that the value of all change is understood and that only the valuable things are done.
Each business will have its own way of assessing value but a standard set of criteria across the
board should be used to help identify the requested changes that will best support or enable the
delivery of the agreed business strategy.
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9

Roadmaps

If you've got a stable platform that you can make changes to, clear KPIs, an understanding of
current performance, a view of your benchmark and competitor performance, and some ideas for
what you want to get on with, then your roadmap is what will help you make it happen.

Learning quickly from what you start to do is vital. It’s equally important to be able to make
changes to the roadmap as a result: doing something really little and really fast, and shaping
plans quickly.

“Roadmap” can be a dangerous term if it’s the main interface between technology/ecommerce
and commercial/marketing teams. In the purest sense, a technology roadmap is a document
outlining future plans, which could include optimisations, new product developments,
maintenance projects, or entire system re-platforming. The critical mistake most often made,
however, is to assume that a roadmap is a timetable: it isn’t. Instead, it’s a logical path that shows
the sequence of different proposed projects and therefore, often, their relative priority to each
other.

Roadmaps change. Technology is difficult, and can take longer than expected. New priorities
arise, which might change the contents of the roadmap. The terrible inertia associated with larger,
over-running IT projects can be partly relieved by allowing developers to adopt agile
methodologies so at least regular progress can be made on the top priority at a given time.

But it’s also down to a lack of appreciation by non-developers about what is actually involved in
building something out of software; agile methods only work if product owners, indeed the whole
business, buys into this way of working. Developers have to take some responsibility for this
situation too, and avoid binary “yes it can be done” or “no that’s not possible” answers to requests
where, although true, a positive response could belie the true implications on the rest of the year’s
work.

If a roadmap is in the main interface between developers and non-developers, then non-
developers are only going to feel frustrated when things inevitably get changed or ship later than
planned, and developers are going to feel isolated and overworked. The solution lies in mutual
understanding, but moreover, mutual goal setting, as well as regular reviews of which aspects of a
product’s roadmap are being prioritised.

If agile is deployed successfully within the business, it is then the product owner that owns the
product’s roadmap and manages the feasibility of delivery, balancing business needs, value, and
technical ability. It’s this role that holds the process together.

Agile methodologies have some terms that are worth noting here:

Waterfall is traditionally seen as the alternative to an Agile process: a rigid sequence of tasks
that follow one after the other with little room for change. It is problematic in businesses that
need to be able to adapt and switch priorities.

Sprints are cycles of defined work of between one and four weeks. Every day, everyone involved
in the sprint reviews progress in a 15-minute stand-up meeting, and at the end of every sprint,
something new is released.

When it comes to shared planning, tools like Trello can help. Each project or feature request gets
broken down into component parts on virtual boards that can be moved between columns like
Current sprint, Next sprint, Future, or “Icebox” (noted, but not planned any time soon). In its
entirety, the contents of a shared project management tool like this offer a better, more realistic
view of the roadmap at any given time than something fixed and written that attempts to lock
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down the precise timing and order of tasks many months into the future. Further information on
Agile methodologies can be found at scrumalliance.org.

Vendor selection

As section 3.1 explained, ecommerce platforms normally include a front-end element, which is
what the customer sees, and a series of servers and services behind it.

Everything might look like it has come together seamlessly to the customer (hopefully...), but in
reality, delivering a smooth ecommerce experience involves myriad services all working smoothly
together.

Different elements of what the customer sees will be driven by different applications, from the
main CMS, to promotions engines, customer reviews and on-site search. Even a simple product
page might pull data from different sources: the main web servers and CMS for the page design
and layout; a third-party DAM system for the product images, an online video platform to deliver
video on the page and even separate pricing and stock availability engines for those specific
details.

Section 3.1 refers to a range of options for hosting and managing an ecommerce technology stack
and compares the extent to which the technology components are hosted by the ecommerce
business, or provided on a Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) basis. SaaS normally involves every
aspect of a particular function being taken care of for a monthly fee, and all configurations and
content management being controlled via the provider’s platform. At some point the SaaS
vendor’s software will need to be ‘plumbed’ into the ecommerce site via an API or via a small
piece of code that can, often literally, be copied and pasted into place on the site.

There are SaaS vendors who can provide every aspect of an ecommerce platform in one turnkey
solution; equally even the largest and most advanced ecommerce teams still make use of SaaS
products for certain features.

Broadly speaking, the market for ecommerce platforms can be divided up as follows:

Vendor (e.g. ATG, Websphere)

These large, all-singing-all-dancing platforms are generally owned and operated by the world’s
largest IT companies. Expect to pay in excess of £100k per year for a highly bespoke solution,
which includes complete control over design and functionality, and high service level guarantees
relating to uptime and bug fixing.

Hybrid (Magento)

A hybrid approach allows ecommerce teams to choose different vendors for different functions,
often within an overarching framework like Magento.

Like a lot of software frameworks, Magento has an open source as well as a hosted entity.
Developers can install and configure the open source software on their own web servers, and
adapt to any degree they wished.

The Enterprise version (£50Kk to £100k per year) has the benefit of managed servers, continuous

provision of security updates and software patches and a good deal of out-of-the-box
functionality, while allowing developers to focus on customising the front-end experience.
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We are running through Magento enterprise

“It’s licensed, out of the box, but you can develop customised options on top of it. We have a designer in house
who is in charge of the branding, looks after the look and feel of the site as well as all the branding materials
across the board.

“Because Magento comes with a framework, most of the work is done. But going down this route can make it
difficult to find engineers who have been exposed to different areas, development environment and
requirements.”

Paula Abasolo, Head of Operations and Infrastructure, Dobell

‘Plug and play’ (Shopify)

These platforms are suitable for smaller online retailers, and market themselves on the ability for
people to be able to design, develop and manage ecommerce activity with little or no coding
experience. Expect to pay a few hundred pounds per month for the complete setup.

Marketplaces (Etsy, Amazon, EBay)

The most basic level of online retail doesn’t require any ecommerce property at all. Marketplaces
like Etsy, EBay and Amazon are used by professionals and niche manufacturers as well as
hobbyists, where charges are made as a percentage of sale value.

As well as being low-cost and flexible, and requiring no other operating overhead, these
marketplaces also benefit from the scale and reach of their existing customers. In the case of
Amazon, the delivery network is such that some customers (especially those that have paid
Amazon’s £79-a-year Prime membership fee for unlimited free delivery) prefer to buy products
there than direct from retailers.

Many ecommerce businesses operate across Amazon as well as their own sites, to ensure
consistency and findability wherever their customers prefer to shop. It is not unusual to find a
specialist vendor operating an Amazon store as well as their own ecommerce site (Figure
14Figure 15).
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Figure 15: Kendamil’s products are exactly the same price on Amazon as they are

direct — even delivery prices are the same

® © ® | a KendamilFirst Infant Milk Stz x

<« C | @ Secure | https://www.amazon.co.uk/Kend irth/dp/BO1LYN8XCG/

auty&ie=UTFB&qid=

amazon co.u

kendamil
~—"prime

Beauty ~

SL'sAmazon Today's Deals Gift Cards & TopUp Sell Help

Your Account ~

*| g /g & s
music

Hello, SL

Your Your 0
Prime - Lists~  \/Basket

Shop by
Department ~

Beauty LuxuryBeauty SunCare&Tanning SkinCare Make-up NailCare HairCare  Tools & Accessories  Fragrance  Men's Grooming

« Back to search results for *kendamil’

L You purchased this item on 22 Feb 2017.

View this order

Kendamil First Infant Milk Stage 1 from Birth, 900 g

Visit the Baby Food Store.

by Kendamil
frfedrdlrds ~ 6 customer reviews
Price: £9.89 (£1.10/ 100 g) + £2 UK delivery
Note: Not eligible for Amazon Prime.

In stock.
Dispatched from and sold by Kendal Nutricare.

Get it as soon as 3 - 7 Oct. when you choose Standard Delivery at checkout. Details
1 new from £9.89

« With omega 3 (DHA), Omega 6 (ARA) and prebiotics (GOS)
« First Infant Milk

Dash Button

Gift Ideas

New Arrivals ~ Top Offers

shre A 1Y @

£9.89 + £2.00 UK delivery

In stock. Sold by Kendal Nutricare

Quantity: 1 %

Add to Basket

Turn on 1-Click ordering

Dispatch to:

Sl & Jm Aquarone- Norwich - NR2

Add to List

« Here at Kendal Nutricare, we scientifically developed a stage 1 formula based on whole milk for your infant.
Located beside the English Lake District, we pride ourselves on sourcing the freshest whole milk from local

Full Cream British farms.
® Nutrients » See more product details
Tt oot
MILK Staiehi CJReport incorrect product information.

MADE N KENDAL, GATEWAY TO THE LAKE DISTRIT

Click to open expanded view

Others leave it to third-party distributors and lose control of price in doing so. Often this means
Amazon prices are calculated by third parties to be more than going direct, but less once delivery

charges are included (Figure 16).

Figure 16: Compared to buying direct from The Body Shop’s own site, Amazon

Prime members might find that a third-party seller offers the product on Amazon

for slightly less once delivery costs are included
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Third party plugins

These take care of single aspects of ecommerce functionality, sometimes because the task requires
a different server architecture, or because the task is specialist, or because retailers and customers
alike benefit from the network of sites that the plugin is used across.

Online video platforms are a good example of plugins that take advantage of different server
architecture. Video is one of the largest types of file to be transmitted via the web and most
ecommerce sites are served from a small number of locations (including backups and failover
environments).

However, this is often insufficient to deliver video reliably, leading to effects like buffering or
content failing to load. Online video platforms use content delivery networks to make multiple
versions of videos available at points of presence around the web, in order to deliver video content
quickly and reliably as well as solving a number of other problems that are caused by different
formats, devices and connection speeds.

Security and anti-fraud engines are a good example of specialist performance that would be
hard to replicate within an ecommerce team. Modern ecommerce retailers face daily battles
against potential threats such as:

e DDoS (Distributed Denial of Service Attacks) — attempts to take down a site by swamping
web servers with requests.

e Brute-force hack attempts — there are machines that will try to exploit vulnerabilities in
server security with methods that are sometimes as simple as guessing email address and
password combinations.

e Data theft, particularly theft of personal data — personal data could be stored on separate
services with less security than the ecommerece site, but have nevertheless be made
accessible via the web so that they can interoperate with ecommerce functions.

e Fraud, including credit card fraud (i.e. stolen cards being used to buy goods), card testing
(stolen card numbers being ‘tested’ on low value purchases to see if they have been
blocked) and chargebacks (where goods are sent but then the card issuers withhold the
money on account of their customer claiming they did not make the purchase).

As well as the technical protections, ecommerce managers should be aware of the legal and
compliance measures that apply to ecommerce, such as PCI Compliance, a set of payment
industry security standards that apply to all companies who accept, process, store or transmit
payment card information. This is often seen as an IT problem, but it can quickly become a
corporate risk if your business is in breach or has a deficient PCI policy.

Using an outsourced payment gateway — with a token-based solution, for example — is
generally the safest way to go, so that your business holds no payment information and therefore
reduces the risk to the business for a small increase in cost.

Even on-site search can be better outsourced e.g. Google Enterprise search, or Endeca, which is
now part of Oracle. Although it’s always the case that without proper tagging and indexing, any
search engine’s results will be weak, sometimes the best speed and relevance of results can be
achieved by working with a search specialist whose external engine would respond to any on-site
search queries, and return a list of content or product pages in a structured array that loads
directly into the search engine results page of the ecommerce site.

Finally, review engines like Trustpilot, Yotpo, eKomi, Feefo and Bazaarvoice are examples
where there are benefits to the customer from using third-party plugins. Review engines (which
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are explored in more detail in section 3.2.4) allow customers to see a cross-section of product
reviews drawn from a wider pool; and ratings engines that carry brand recognition could provide
a level of trust from social proof that an ecommerce retailer wouldn’t be able to achieve on their
own.

Whatever your chosen route for software provision, there are some common questions worth
asking of all vendors to ensure you pick the right partner and are getting good value for money.

Key questions to ask vendors

Explain the product capability. How it is relevant to my business?

What does the engagement process look like? What evaluation is done to understand my
business? Who would you expect to be involved (roles)? How would you communicate with
my business, etc.?

What is the recommended change plan for implementing this product? What order should
each part be delivered in? How will each part be tested and validated?

What obstacles do you think we might encounter during implementation? What could be
done to reduce the risk?

Can you tell me about any similar implementations? (Ask for customer references.)

What is the current product roadmap? What new features and improvements are planned?
From where did these ideas originate? Why were they prioritised?

What are the implementation costs (including any analysis, hardware requirements, etc.)?

What are the ongoing costs (any subscriptions/licensing/support/upgrade costs, and the
model these costs are based on)? Is it a flat fee? Is it based on number of webpage views,
transactions?

Anybody sitting in my seat is bombarded every day from solution providers

“Personalisation and AI seem to be flavour of the month at the moment.

“If T happen to have a subject that I'm interested in, I have to work my way through a torrent of potential solution

providers.

“A big company might have an RFP, or a complex selection process. We have a ‘rough and ready’ attitude to
shortlisting but we’re also looking for different things to a bigger company. First and foremost: a supplier that
cares about our business. That tends to mean not going for a Rolls-Royce solution, but instead a newer player,
who is likely to be keener and put more work into our account than they might do if they were more established.”

David Kohn, Customer & Ecommerce Director, Heal’s

Ecommerce is a competitive market for software vendors, and ecommerce managers should not
be afraid of carrying out probing and detailed cross-examination of potential suppliers.

In turn, the ecommerce team should have a clear understanding of their key metrics, both current

and aspired to, such as website visitors, webpage views, suppliers, product records, orders,
payment transactions etc., in order to help shortlisted vendors prepare meaningful proposals.

Mobile apps

Whenever mobile comes up so does the question ‘do we need an app?’. Apps can be very
expensive but also very powerful. The question of whether the business needs one comes down to
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the customer’s relationship with the brand: is it strong enough to encourage them to spend time
and valuable phone space downloading your app? And how could an app support the customer’s
purchase mission? Can it support more than just a purchase by providing another use so it’s not
just about retail?

Apps that offer genuine utility often draw on specific things that mobile websites can’t, such as
taking advantage of the device accelerometer, graphics capability or operation offline. A few
augmented reality apps have been launched to help customers imagine what products could look
like in their homes.

However, in reality, at present, very few retailers’ apps offer any utility beyond store locations and
linked loyalty points so it’s no wonder that, according to Business Insider,8 users are spending the
majority of their commerce-related browsing time in browsers rather than apps.

The ease of browser-based mobile payment options such as prefilling, along with shortcuts like
Facebook Login, makes shopping via a mobile browser even easier and less differentiated from
installing native apps.

http://uk.businessinsider.com/the-mobile-checkout-report-how-retailers-and-tech-giants-are-pushing-
consumers-12-2015
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Approach III: Site design

The first thing to remember about best practice when considering site design and build is that
there are no rules that will ever apply to everyone. ‘Test and learn’ is, as in so many subjects, the
best practice approach.

Now that mobile purchases have exceeded half of all UK ecommerce transactions, according to
IMRG9, design considerations need to be fluid rather than static. This means thinking about
layout in terms of prioritisation.

Ideally, all information and functionality should be available in all views but the order in which
information, images and tasks appear, and whether different assets should be prioritised or
deprioritised, should depend on the user’s likely task hierarchy on different devices. You can find
out more about design best practice by reading Econsultancy’s User Experience and Interaction
Design for Mobile and Web.©

Responsive design was widely regarded by our industry contributors as the best practice option.
Migrating to a responsive site doesn’t mean a complete re-platform: it can be achieved through
front-end changes. Responsive design is simply a set of design rules that prescribe page layouts

based on “break points” — different browser widths determined mainly by screen size.

Figure 17: Common break points courtesy of builtvisible.com

Common breakpoints
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0-480 481-768 769-1279 1280+
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smartphones smartphones in landscape, and small and monitors
desktops

You can find out more about responsible design and break points in particular at Builtvisible.com.

Further reading

10 brilliant examples of responsive design in ecommerce
econsultancy.com/blog/61824-10-brilliant-examples-of-responsive-design-in-ecommerce

https:

10 more examples of responsive design in ecommerce
econsultancy.com/blog/62432-10-more-examples-of-responsive-design-in-ecommerce

https:

6.1.

Ecommerce design affordances

Brand is a key component of user experience, helping to deliver on expectations of style and tone
while contributing to the pleasure a user feels when browsing and buying. But given the maturity
of ecommerce, there is a fine balance to be struck between design originality and ‘affordances’. In

9 https: //www.imrg.org/media-and-comment/press-releases/over-half-of-online-sales-now-made-
through-mobile-devices/
10 https: //econsultancy.com/reports/user-experience-and-interaction-design-for-mobile-and-web
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design, affordances are powerful shortcuts that help people navigate intuitively around a site
based on rules they’ve learned from other experiences elsewhere in ecommerce.

The design patterns and site examples shown in the rest of this chapter are a mixture of mobile,
tablet and desktop.

Donald Norman appropriated the term ‘affordances’ from the field of cognitive psychology in
1988 in the context of human-computer interaction, to refer to the apparent actions a user
perceives may be taken on an object.

In his famous example, Norman explains that as users, we have learned from past experiences
that a door can be opened by pushing or pulling on the handle. As we approach a door we look for
visual (and other) cues (or ‘affordances’) that imply how we should operate the door. Applied to
the concept to user interface design: making controls clear, obvious and intuitive is probably
number one on the list of things you can do to most improve user experience.

Patterns, too, are a subset of affordances. In UX-speak, a pattern is the layout, interface and
function of a website, which is common to multiple sites. There are some well-established design
patterns in websites, especially in ecommerce. The screen language used to denote navigation is
quite mature, even down to design metaphors like ‘My Account’ (head and shoulders/the profile
picture icon).

Figure 18: Design patterns, which prescribe where core functions like menus,
actions and content types are located, help people navigate around a site based
on past experience
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Figure 19: Common patterns include the location of ‘Add to Basket’, ‘View Basket’
and ‘Checkout’ buttons

Even the flow of order confirmation, deliver and payment information entry has an established
pattern that people are used to. Breaking the patterns runs the risk of making it harder for people
to work out how to get what they want from your site, which could be something as simple and
mutually beneficial as completing a purchase. You can find out more about design best practice by
reading Econsultancy’s User Experience and Interaction Design for Mobile and Web.

If you choose to deviate from established design affordances, then it’s still possible to establish a
consistent set of new patterns within your site. The longer the browsing or research phase of the
customer journey, and the more niche and specifiable the product or service, the more tolerance
people will have for learning the rules of your system.

Equally, following design rules that are only known by a niche market may help enhance the
customer’s perception that “this is the perfect place for me!”. Once established, it’s even more
important that new rules are applied consistently across terminology, iconography, functions and
layout. All of this will help reduce the time users need to decipher the meaning of controls and
labels, and will increase their confidence in your site.

Beyond adhering to — or departing from — established design conventions, when building usable
ecommerce sites, it’s important that your overall retail model isn’t too complicated for people to
be able to hold in their heads. This includes things like product categorisation, and the range of
different routes through the site.

https://econsultancy.com/reports/user-experience-and-interaction-design-for-mobile-and-web
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6.2.

Figure 20: There is a received wisdom that breaking down product categorisation
into more than nine options creates too many choices for people

Equally important are consistent header and footer layouts, which should be maintained across
every aspect of the site. Including clear markers of where a visitor has browsed on every page will
help customers navigate with ease throughout the experience.

The typical design convention for ecommerce site footers is to include everything that’s not core
to the shopping experience, i.e., part of secondary navigation. This might include contact details,
access to delivery information, or anything else that’s needed to instil confidence, particularly for
the first-time customer.

Trust marks, links to privacy policies and other terms and conditions are typical details to include
in a site footer, along with social media links that can provide valuable social proof that this is an
organisation the user should do business with.

Search and navigation

One of the most important things an ecommerce website has to be is easy to navigate. As we've
seen in section 4.3, however, customers come to a site on a variety of different missions, and
therein lies the challenge for ecommerce managers.

Generally, site navigation and site search are the two routes that can best be offered to users

to help them find what they’re looking for with a minimum of cognitive effort, whether that’s
browsing or quick product location.
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6.2.1.

Site navigation describes how users find their way around a website by clicking on links, while
site search is when users type keywords, or sometimes product codes, into the search box.

In general, site search has higher conversion rates, as typing a product name or code into the box
indicates that the visitor may have done their research already, and arrived at the site with a clear
idea of what they want to purchase.

Ecommerce managers sometimes make the mistake of being too heavily guided by commercial
teams, who know the product well but are not necessarily familiar with the state the customer
arrives at the site in. They may have a surprising range of questions, or an unexpected level of
knowledge (more or less) about what they’re looking for. When designing search and browse
functionality, nothing beats a detailed understanding of how people buy your products and
services.

Below are some examples of site navigation and site search.

Drop-down menus

Here, bootmaker Hunter has used outline images as short hand category selection, rather than
trying to explain a set of footwear classifications that might be unfamiliar to customers, even if
they are bona fide fashion industry terms:

Figure 21: Hunterboots.com’s use of line images to illustrate different types of
footwear

e0e® Official Hunter Boots Site [Sh X e
& C | & Hunter Boot Ltd [GB] | https://www.hunterboots.com/gb/en_gb/ @~ ". Oﬂ 5% r
10 OFF - SIGN UP TO OUR NEWSLETTER
ﬁ .ﬁ’: Froe UK Delivery* & Returns Account  EE UK

NEW WOMEN MEN KIDS DISCOVER Q searen (]

New Arrivals Footwear Outerwear Accessories

Best Sellers Wellington Boots Waterproof Bags & Backpacks
Refined Collection Ankle Boots Lightwaight & Packable Boot Socks
Gift Cards Trainers & Shoes Coats & Jackets Umbrellas
Sandals & Slides Gilets Boot Accessories -
Small Accessories 24
Auty mn
Shop by Style Collection

Shop

Lo

Tall Boots Short Boote Chelsea Boots Adjustable Boots Technical Boots

Menus that require interactions such as hover states that are not native to mobile device
interactions are to be avoided unless appropriate alternatives are built responsively into the site’s
mobile layouts.
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Drop-down menus are, however, a useful way of letting users take shortcuts to the product
category or sub-category they are looking for, and the ‘burger menu’ is a popular way of adapting
larger menus for mobile browsing — although not without debate.12

Figure 22: Americangolf.co.uk uses a pop-up menu on desktop...

® © ® /@ Golf Clubs and Golf Equipme: X \| (2]
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Hybrids (50) Package sets (48) eyt
Single Irons (10]
e =
chippers i \\
£299.99
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was £379.99 £80

+/ Free Custom Fitting +/ Free UK Delivery Over £50 « Over 100 Stores Nationwide « Price Match Guarantee

Shop All Offers

www.americangolf.co.uk/golf-clubs

Figure 23: ...but reverts to a ‘burger’ menu on mobile
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12 https: //www.econsultancy.com/blog /686 73-five-apps-websites-that-ditched-the-hamburger-menu
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6.2.2.

Figure 24: Americangolf.co.uk mobile site with ‘burger’ menu engaged

= OV 44 m1651

www.americangolf.co.uk

X americangolf O
Golf Clubs

Clothing & Shoes

Balls & Accessories

GPS, Bags & Equipment

Making menus clickable rather than hover state solves the issue of mobile usability, and could
also help prevent disappearing menus for desktop users who happen to move their mouse
accidentally out of the area of the menu while trying to choose from its contents. Alternatively: for
desktop users, providing a lag time before a menu either appears or disappears is a solution that
avoids accidental initiation too.

Mega drop-down menus

Although excessive categorisation or simply being shown too many options can still overwhelm
users, well-categorised mega menus can provide a powerful shortcut to customers who know what
they’re looking for.

If the catalogue is big enough and the categorisation meaningful to users then megamenus can be

faster even than searching, a bit like going straight to right the aisle of your local supermarket
when you know exactly what you’re after.
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Figure 25: Marksandspencer.com’s mega menu
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The key to successful mega menus — and navigation menus in general — is taxonomy. This can be
aided by carrying out card sorting exercises with a mixture of people from within the business
and customers from outside the business. In a card sorting exercise, participants can either be
allowed to choose freely the categories that they feel best group products together, or are given
guidance by inviting them to place different products into predetermined categories.

Mega menus have the additional advantage of letting ecommerce retailers merchandise
menus by offering the most popular categories at the top and on the left of the drop-down, where
they are most visible (most eye-tracking research supports the idea that users start by reading
across the top of a menu and then look down the page a little and read across again and then
continue down the left side) or providing space for promotional messages.
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Figure 26: elc.co.uk merchandises the mega menu to remind visitors of a time-
limited sale offer
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This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience possible. By continuing to use the website you accept their use. Please click here for our Cookies Policy “
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Clear headings and logical use of columns can further improve the usability of mega menus, but
they remain a no-no on mobile (most rely on Ajax or JavaScript) and responsive sites should
deprecate them altogether for mobile and prioritise search or other assistive functions instead.

The fact that conversion on mobile remains generally low, despite the fact that many retailers will
see at least half their traffic coming from the device, suggests there is still a way to go to improve
mobile usability, especially around payment processing, as section 3.2.10 explores further.

On-site search engine

When a user arrives on a site knowing exactly what they want, site search is surely the solution. It
offers a degree of immediacy that is impossible to replicate in the brick-and-mortar world, and
can lead to the fastest conversions on ecommerce sites if it’s done well.

In some ways, Google has made it almost impossible to meet user expectations when it comes to

site search. The speed and relevance of a search engine that’s got two decades of expertise behind
it — not to mention $50bn of annual revenue — is hard to beat.

Ecommerce Best Practice Guide Page 55

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any information storage
and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher. Copyright © Econsultancy.com Ltd 2017



Figure 27: Don’t forget that Google Shopping is already performing a product

search function that could bypass ecommerce site search altogether
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Google Shopping can be good in that it takes customers directly from the Google search engine
results page to the product page on your site, but it can be problematic if the user is still in
research mode and bounces back to Google rather than staying in the retailer’s ecommerce

environment.

The uncomfortable truth is that Google’s proficiency has set expectations for search that need to
be met at a basic functional level at least. Done badly, search could undermine the entire
credibility of the brand proposition. Meaningless results, in particular on search terms that are

obvious or popular, can only really be avoided by regular search tuning (section 7.2.3) but the

remainder of this section will briefly explore some best practice examples in site search design.

Search box

Site search boxes should be available in a prominent position within the permanent navigation
throughout the site so they’re always on hand throughout the customer’s browsing experience.
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Figure 28: A typical pattern is for search boxes to appear at the top of the site,
towards the centre of the masthead

Position the search box away from other boxes that could cause it to blend in accidentally, and
consider carefully the language used. Using ‘search’ rather than ‘go’ for the action button can help
make functionality even clearer, or simply relying on a design metaphor like a magnifying glass
(Figure 29).

Figure 29: Amazon’s site search allows category selection prior to entry, and uses
a magnifying glass as the action button

Pressing “Enter” should have the same effect as clicking on the action button.

Likewise, putting prefilled grey text in the search box can help explain the function of the site
search in plain language, for example “What are you looking for?”, or even more simply, “Search”.

Although “Enter product or item number” explains to people some of the functional properties of
search, it feels a bit distant from the natural-language approach to search that has been driven by
Google and others over the years. You wouldn’t walk into a store and say “I'm looking for item
number...”. Besides, as many design leaders have said: “If it needs instructions, it doesn’t work.”
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Suggested search results

It’s reasonable to assume that a particular convention adopted by Google with regards to search
behaviour will quickly dominate ‘affordances’ for users.

Figure 30: Auto-complete or suggested-search results are handled by Google in a
pop-up below the search box — even on mobile
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econsultancy best practice emails
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On-site search can take advantage of images and other information to increase the chances of a
user seeing the exact product they’re looking for, before they’ve even completed their query
(Figure 31).
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6.2.6.

Figure 31: As this example from Tesco Direct shows, suggested search can also
help take people directly to the product page if they have entered a product or
catalogue number

- o]

lego

lego batman

lego advent calendar 2017
lego friends

Our most popular results matching “lego”

ﬁ LEGO City High-Speed Passenger Train 60051
LEGO Technic Bucket Wheel Excavator 42055

B LEGO Technic Mercedes-Benz Arocs 42043

@ LEGO Classic Creative Box 10704

When categories contain too many entries, or the perceived goal of the user is to be able to
compare several products, suggested search results can return options to refine by category rather
than click straight to a product.

Figure 32: Debenhams.com gives the option of refining search results by category
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Search results

Sort by

At some point, users will want to see a set of results on a search engine results page, and a lot of
an ecommerce site’s performance depends on search tuning (section 7.2.3).

Nevertheless, there are some guidelines that need to be considered in the design and build phase.
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Speed is a crucial factor. In 1993, Jakob Nielsen wrote about the three time limits!3 for users
interacting with software:

0.1 second is about the limit for having the user feel that the system is reacting
instantaneously, meaning that no special feedback is necessary except to display the result.
This is the sort of speed at which suggested search results need to appear.

1.0 second is about the limit for the user’s flow of thought to stay uninterrupted, even
though the user will notice the delay. Normally, no special feedback is necessary during delays
of more than 0.1 seconds but less than 1.0 second, but the user does lose the feeling of
operating directly on the data.

There are examples where developers have deliberately delayed delivery of search results to create
a sense of ‘deep contemplation’ on the part of the machine, but as effective factors, these are rare.
If your site search engine is going to take longer than a second to return results, it might be worth
using a placeholder graphic to show that content is on its way (see Econsultancy’s User
Experience and Interaction Design for Mobile and Web4 for more guidance).

Relevance, furthermore, is the single factor that will make your site search a helping hand rather
than a confidence destroying distraction.

Search has two background functions: indexing information that is queried when someone
carried out a search, and determining the order of the results on the search results page by use of
an algorithm.

The power of algorithms to return relevant results is what keeps Google in the number one top
spot for search worldwide. Thousands of engineers make hundreds of changes a month to the
Google algorithms that determine the order of the search engine results page.

This might seem like an unfair comparison, but while Google has billions of pages to index, a
typical ecommerce site might only have a few thousand product lines, and can apply a significant
amount of oversight to indexing for completeness. Plus, a site-search team can rely on formal data
structures to tag pages and manually populate the search index with relevant data unlike Google,
which is constantly battling against SEO specialists trying to game their algorithms. But it should
be clear whose job it is to tag and populate page listings, and ensure standard conventions are
applied throughout.

After your index has been populated, selecting the product attributes that are most relevant to
prioritise in how the algorithm determines the order of the search engine results page will help
ensure the likeliest matches for the users’ queries appear at the top.

There is another function of site search that doesn’t appear often in web search: the genuine
desire to see all products that match a certain word or phrase. You'd never realistically want to
see all websites that match a phrase in Google, as you’d spend the rest of your life reading. But a
customer might genuinely want to see all the “Ella’s Kitchen” products that are available, in order
to choose between them.

In this situation, resorting to displaying category listings might provide a better user experience.
Your site search could either choose to display the entire contents of a category, if the search
phrase matched a category name. Or it could offer a ‘soft’ category at the top of the search results
— for example:

“Did you want to browse all women’s winter shoes?”

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/response-times-3-important-limits,
https://econsultancy.com/reports/user-experience-and-interaction-design-for-mobile-and-web
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6.2.7.

These ‘soft’ categories don’t need to be linked to from the main navigation, and could number
many more than you would fit into a mega menu. Multiple versions could even be created in order
to curate search results better.

Search operators are another tricky one. What do people really mean when they type in
“women’s winter shoes”?

It’s a long time since users were willing to use Boolean searching where operators like AND, OR
and NOT help refine search by combining or limiting terms, so ecommerce managers need to
make sure their site search can do the guesswork. A multiple word search query might contain
clues as to broad category choices (e.g. “women’s”), colour choices or adjectives (e.g. “winter”)
and product descriptors that might have synonyms (e.g. “shoes”, where site search would likely
need to return results for what are technically boots too). Inferring operators is covered in more
detail in section 7.2.3.

Finally, misspellings, especially for travel destinations, clothing brands or people’s names, can
also benefit from suggested corrections in the auto-complete feature, not forgetting the increased
likelihood of phonetic misspellings caused by increases in voice-based text entry.

Figure 33: Sainsburys.co.uk suggests search terms based on misspelt command

Explore rore at Sainsburys.co.uk Help Centre Store Locator

Groceriesw Favourites Great Prices Discover Recipes

We did not find any results for ‘ellars kitchen'.Did you mean ‘ellas kitchen'?The
following results have been found for ‘ellas kitchen'

We found 86 products for ‘ellas kitchen’

Looking for inspiration? See our Recipes section

Delivering relevance in search engine results pages is a huge task and more can be learned about
how search engines operate in general in Econsultancy’s SEO: Best Practice Guide.s

Other considerations for building the logic of your site search include:
What weighting should be given to matched brand names (including misspellings) vs. other
words in the search query?

At what point should you limit lengthy search results and drive people towards refined or
alternative searches until they have a meaningful comparison set?

Should other factors like price, availability, bestseller status, reviews, return rate, date added
and recent popularity add weight to the order of results on the search results page, whether
explicitly or otherwise?

Filters

One way of prompting the user to give more indication of what they’re looking for is to make
filters available on the search results page.

https://econsultancy.com/reports/seo-best-practice-guide
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But filters must be relevant to the selection process. In some purchase decisions (say, electrical),
brand will be a valuable filter; whereas in “wood screws”, more appropriate filters would be to do

with size.

Figure 34: Argos.co.uk offers meaningful filters, including promotions

Filter by

CATEGORY

Docking stations and speakers

In car speakers
Limited stock Technology
Home audio

Laptop and PC speakers

Show more

BY SPECIAL OFFER

3 For 2 On 1000s Of Toys

FASTTRACK

Same-day Delivery And

Faster In-store Collection

PRICE

Under £5

£5-£10

£10-£156

£15- £20

£20-£25

Show more

The most relevant filters to offer are as much a function of user intent as they are refinements on
the particular search query that’s been made, and again, search tuning has a big part to play in

improving the performance of filters.

Showing too few options within filters is an issue to watch out for. In Figure 35, the site has a

homepage feature where users choose occasion, gender and price but returns only two results for
‘Over £50’ and has no way to amend the price filter. What if the user wanted to spend over £50,

and would consider multiple items?
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Figure 35: Example of too few options within a filter
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Navigation needs careful thinking around the search results page too: if a user has scrolled
through a series of pages of filtered results and clicks on a product page, they should be taken
back to the same place in the filtered results if they click ‘back’ — not back to the top of the list, let
alone the unfiltered set.

Figure 36: Argos.co.uk makes it clear where the user will be taken ‘back’ to, and
the browser back button behaves in the same way

® © @ /] Results for speakers in Limite: X |
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TAIBE <—F | SAMEDAYDELVERY | TR0 TAIBE (7] | ASLTILEASBOSEC. | tamior7ome (1T
< Back to search results for "speakers"

Limited Stock Technology

Filter by Clear all

Showing 1 - 12 of 12 products Sort by
CATEGORY A
Limited stock Technology (12)

+ 358 products in 18 categories _ CLEARANCE E CLEARANCE E
CAGTTDARK A | _

Similarly, if a search returns long list of results, even with filtering, then being able to access and
tweak the filters from anywhere down the page is important, otherwise users are forced to scroll
all the way back to the top.
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It’s worth considering which filters need to be ‘multi-select’ — i.e. where more than one attribute
can be selected at a time. This isn’t relevant to all filters and can have SEO implications if it
results in duplicate pages with the same content, such as if filter values were selected in a
different order but resulted in the same results.

Finally, deprecating filters whose selection would return zero results helps ensure a customer can
never select a filter combination that results in no product options.

Simple usability experiments during the design testing phase of ecommerce site design can help
set your search architecture up to work best for your customers.

Further reading

How to avoid duplicate content issues in ecommerce
https://econsultancy.com/blog/61802-how-to-avoid-duplicate-content-issues-in-ecommerce

6.2.8.

Search results page design

Although the weighting of different types of information will depend on the products on offer,
there are some established design patterns to help make using a site search results page easy.

Some of the following factors will have the biggest impact on the design and layout.
What’s more important to compare — price or appearance?

Figure 37: If visual appearance is the main comparison, then tiling thumbnails
will help users compare easily

o
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In these cases, a hover or single-tap action should reveal some further details temporarily.
Any information that is ‘hidden’ like this needs to be obviously accessible, and the way this is
displayed (and the action it requires) will likely need to depend on device.

This additional information should be useful but not critical — core shopping journey information
should not be hidden in popups or rollovers. Ultimately it comes down to how obvious is it and is
definitely something you should user test.

Figure 38: Heal’s fits a large amount of information into product comparisons
including price, discounts, delivery times and colours, even a wishlist button,
without cluttering the page
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Figure 39: Although it’s not labelled, New Look’s mobile site mirrors the
functionality of the desktop, allowing users to swipe between images of a product
without leaving the search results page
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Figure 40: Halfords’ ‘Quick View’ button on each product listing offers a pop-up
with summary information without navigating away from the search results page
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Figure 41: Simplyhike.co.uk’s hover state option on desktop shows meaningful
alternative ‘sides’ to products

I

SAVE SAVE

26% 26%

=T

SNUGPAK SNUGPAK
TRAVELPAK 1 SLEEPING BAG - FLAME TRAVELPAK 1 SLEEPING BAG - FLAME
RED RED

£29.50 RRP£39.95 £29.50 RRP£39.95

If price is a crucial comparison, consider delivering search results in a vertical list so users can
quickly compare items. If there are more details that require comparison, adding these at the
same position along the horizontal design will help people compare multiple variables.
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For product comparison, it is even more important to understand what attributes are most useful
to the customer and ensure that data quality is very high. There are a lot of sites with product
comparison features, but the only thing you can really compare with these features is the photo
and the price and you could have just done that on the search results page.

When offering multiple products for comparison, don’t forget it’s just as important to allow users
to choose the normal ‘sort by’ options such as price, stock availability, customer ratings or other
comparisons.

Figure 42: Consider delivering search results in a vertical list so users can quickly
compare items

£8
1. 8.8.0

AX

£7
Wk k

Why not take advantage of the ‘swipe’ interaction, made famous by Grindr and Tinder, to let

customers on mobile quickly refine their search results by swiping left or right to keep or remove
options in the list?

This could help people narrow their selection from within the search results page, or enhance the
accuracy of the results by changing as yet unseen results on the fly, so long as users had an easy
way to go back to anything they’d previously discounted. (People can only hold so much in their
heads at one time and may find that once they get into the specifications, the item they were
originally interested in doesn’t meet their requirements and they end up going for an option
they’d previously discounted.)

There’s no reason why a large retailer couldn’t design different types of search results page for

different product categories, or experiment with layouts for different types of search depending
on performance.

The choice of what information to include in search results pages should be informed by users’
search goals and the weighted importance of different factors in helping people narrow down
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their selection. Consider offering a product comparison feature that lets users select a smaller
number of products for detailed comparison if more than three pieces of information per product
are required.

Finally, if no products are found then consider offering users an alternative choice. For example, a

strict brand search may yield no results, but other options might be available. “Zero results” pages
are an important source of insight for search tuning — see section 7.2.3.

Further reading

24 best practice tips for ecommerce site search
https://econsultancy.com/blog/66658-24-best-practice-tips-for-ecommerce-site-search

Ecommerce product filters: Best practice tips for a great UX
https://www.econsultancy.com/blog/68222-ecommerce-product-filters-best-practice-tips-for-a-great-ux

What fashion and beauty retailers can teach you about site search
https://econsultancy.com/blog/62283-what-fashion-and-beauty-retailers-can-teach-you-about-site-search

How visual search is helping ecommerce brands
https://econsultancy.com/blog/68984-how-visual-search-is-helping-ecommerce-brands

Image recognition in ecommerce: Visual search, product tagging and content curation
https://econsultancy.com/blog/69460-image-recognition-in-ecommerce-visual-search-product-tagging-and-

content-curation

50 ‘No Results Page’ Examples
https://baymard.com/ecommerce-search/benchmark/page-types/no-search-results-page

6.3. Product pages

There are lots of different ways to build product pages, and the amount of information required to
qualify a purchase will vary hugely depending on the type of product or service concerned. It’s
nevertheless important to remember that lots of information like photos, customer reviews etc.
are secondary to the simple rule that product pages should be easily scannable, and very clear
about availability, price, and purchase options.

The product pages are the likeliest point for conversion in the ecommerce journey and their
design patterns are mature: standards include photos in the top left, ‘Add to Basket’ buttons in

the top right (on desktop) or title > photo > price > availability (on mobile).

There are, however, several design principles that can be applied to persuade people to purchase
there and then — see Cialdini’s often cited Influence: the Psychology of Persuasion!¢ for more.

16 https://www.amazon.co.uk/Influence-Psychology-Persuasion-Business-Essentials-

ebook/dp/Boo2BD2UUC/ref=sr 1 2?21e=UTF8&qid=1506608339&sr=8-2&keywords=cialdini
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https://econsultancy.com/blog/66658-24-best-practice-tips-for-ecommerce-site-search
https://www.econsultancy.com/blog/68222-ecommerce-product-filters-best-practice-tips-for-a-great-ux
https://econsultancy.com/blog/62283-what-fashion-and-beauty-retailers-can-teach-you-about-site-search
https://econsultancy.com/blog/68984-how-visual-search-is-helping-ecommerce-brands
https://econsultancy.com/blog/69460-image-recognition-in-ecommerce-visual-search-product-tagging-and-content-curation
https://econsultancy.com/blog/69460-image-recognition-in-ecommerce-visual-search-product-tagging-and-content-curation
https://baymard.com/ecommerce-search/benchmark/page-types/no-search-results-page
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Influence-Psychology-Persuasion-Business-Essentials-ebook/dp/B002BD2UUC/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1506608339&sr=8-2&keywords=cialdini
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Influence-Psychology-Persuasion-Business-Essentials-ebook/dp/B002BD2UUC/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1506608339&sr=8-2&keywords=cialdini

Figure 43: “Secrets from the Science of Persuasion””

Science Of Persuasion

SECRETS FROM

THE
SCIENCE OF PERSUASION

a8y
ROBERT CIALDINI ¢ STEVE MARTIN

")) 0:09 /1150 @ & ouTuhe La

Some of the most transferrable ‘principles’ of persuasion cited by Cialdini have become part of the
recognised design patterns in different sectors. Experienced web users might even be surprised to
visit a hotel comparison site without being informed about how soon the room stock was going to

disappear for their chosen dates.

Figure 44: Example of the notorious 'scarcity’ technique from Booking.com ("In
high demand — only 2 rooms left on our site!")

©® © © /[ sooking.com: Hotels near 5= x || e
& C' | @ Booking.com BV [NL] | https://www.booking.com/searchresults. htm|?label=gen173nr-1FCAE0ggJCAINYSDNIBWSvemVmaF CIAQGYATGAAQIAQZYAQHOA. .. ¥r ‘n O r @
Booking £ = Invite 8 Eam | List Your Property
i Business Flights  Trainsand Buses  RentalCars  Airport Taxis  Restaurants
Home > Switzerland > Canton of Ticino > Stabio > Search results
12,278 properties 1,170 properties 2 properties  Stabio, 2 aduits, 1 Night (Nov 8 - Nov ) Change dates
3 Reasons to Visit: tranquillity, nature & horseback riding Map View

Stabio: 278 properties found - including 118 value deals!

Search
Our Picks Lowest Price First Review Score & Price Distance From Downtown Review Score Deals First
Destination/Property Name:
Stabio Recommended for a 1-night Stay:
278 other options... | Find more great deals nearby!
Are you traveling for work? >}
“Yes _No
Morgana Excellent 8.6
Check-in Date " . " 283
Mendrisio - Show on map @ &8 (3 miles from Stabio or 28 minutes by public reviews
Wednesday, November 8, ... v transportation) Guest Favorite
Check-out Date Last booked: 6 hours ago
Thursday, November 8, 20... v @ @
1-night stay Double RoOM s - 194 ft? 21 19
In high demand - only 2 rooms left on our site! Broakf: Juded
Rooms [+ & Risk Free: You can cancel later, so lock In this great price T e
i
)
Adults (= & today No prepayment needed
Children (o &

Search

Gabi's Wolfiihloase

7

Balerna - Show on map @ [ (3.2 miles from Stabio or 34 minutes by 53 reviews
public transportation) Guest Favorite

Locarno

The precise execution of different techniques of persuasion can lose its efficacy if done too
bluntly. The success of product page design is therefore about striking the right balance between
conforming to established design patterns, using acceptable persuasion techniques that aid user
decisions as well as sales conversion, and ensuring enough character and tone of voice to make
the experience feel ‘owned’ by the retailer.

17 https: //www.youtube.com/watch?v=cFdCzN7RYbw
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Further reading

11 great ways to use social proof in ecommerce
https://econsultancy.com/blog/62602-11-great-ways-to-use-social-proof-in-ecommerce

6.3.1. The fold

The typical design pattern for product pages puts product name, image, sub details, price,
availability and then the ‘Add to Basket’ button in the area above the fold on desktop (or on the
first visible screen on a mobile device).

Below this, users will expect to find more details such as product specifications, user reviews,
delivery details, etc. Analysing the usage of this additional information, and the impact on
conversion of varying the sequence of information, could provide valuable insight into customer
behaviour and could even drive information hierarchy decisions elsewhere on the site, such as on
search results pages.

Retailers may use customer insight to vary the usual flow of key information on the product page
in order to respond to quantitative or qualitative feedback from customers, or customer
behaviour.

The Mothercare app and mobile site (Figure 45) have different layouts for the product page. It’s
possible that Mothercare reasoned that typical customers for prams and car seats (who weren’t
loyal enough to have the app) were clear about the brands they were considering, and cared most
about looking for the best price, hence Mothercare.com putting price at the top of the product

page.
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Figure 45: Mothercare.com mobile site

5 OV 44 51738

www.mothercare.com :

= ( mothercare © ©P

menu welcome to the club £0.00

\(‘; click & callect @ services
@ FREE click & collect*

Joie Every Stage FX Group 0+/1/2/3 Combination
Car Seat - Ember

price £250.00

( exclusive to mothercare )

1 -|— In Stock

See other products by:

< O O

When it comes to selling services or more bespoke products, the number of options needed to

specify a purchase might require its own user journey. Still: the affirmation of clicking through
from a product page to begin this journey should help guide customers along a path to purchase,

and provide analytics to help optimise conversion.

For complex specification products like holidays, dynamic variables can be used to update key

features like price as customers move along the purchase journey.
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6.3.2.

Figure 46: Changing variables on the Iglu Ski site seamlessly updates the price
(see right hand column)

® © ® /= Hotel Xalet Besoli, Arinsal, Ar x \[_\ e
C | ® www.igluski.com/ski-resorts/andorra/arinsal/hs t-besoli_24467holidayld=1448569246 ol | '- @ r O
HOTEL XALET BESOLI, ARINSAL, ANDORRA Hefek
- CALL TO BOOK
= . 020 3733 0426
Pkogm'v \\: . YOUR HOLIDAY Holiday ID: 1448569246
LOCATION i
L f = - m 37n1‘;:::ry2015 = change
Lt e epp
o people sharing 8
] WHAT'S INCLUDED ?
: : &
W B et T
e " Half board
T | |
888 Based on 2 people sharing @ change

% ¥ 'S‘ x Flights

Sleeps: Lift: Ski School: Ski Bus Stop: Town Center 9 Gatwick (LGW) = change
66 500 m 500 m 200m 550m
€ Barcelona (BCN) = change

Calls to action

The rules for calls to action on product pages are the same for the design of any communication:
make it clear. This means having a minimum ‘hit area’ of 44 x 44px with good padding (the free
space around the button) so they work for touch devices, such as tablets, smartphones and
laptops with touchscreens.

Customers investing their time and purpose in navigating to the point where they’re ready to
make a decision need to know exactly what they need to do next if that decision is “yes”. A hidden
or unclear call to action button on a product page is the equivalent of a door-to-door sales person
looking shocked and surprised when a householder says they’ll buy whatever is on offer.

Testing call to action buttons is always the best way to optimise performance. But for readers who
are at the design phase, or lack the time and resource to carry out extensive testing, the key
factors to think about are as follows:

Design for prominence. This doesn’t have to mean the call to action is garish or arresting; just
that it stands out from the background, and is clear and obvious. Ensuring design consistency
between product pages will help customers learn the ropes of your ecommerce site.

Colour. This is subtler than design, and various general rules of the ‘correct’ colour of a call to
action button including hearsay research that say red converts better because “we like to do things
we’re forbidden from doing”. The only true answer, however, is: it depends. Like design factors,
the colour should stand out from the background of the page it’s on. Consider choosing two key
colours, one for primary actions like ‘Add to Basket’ and another for secondary actions, to use
throughout your site. Avoid colours that could be mistaken for inactive state indicators, such as
grey.

Ecommerce Best Practice Guide Page 73

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any information storage
and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher. Copyright © Econsultancy.com Ltd 2017



Don’t forget that colours have different meanings in different cultures. What in one culture
represents sacredness, in another is jealousy (yellow, as it happens). In Western culture, red
normally indicates error/delete/don’t do this, which you could use either way.

Figure 47: Amazon’s primary call to action is ‘Add to Basket’, with the 1-Click
button a darker, secondary colour throughout

Quantity: 12

‘ Add to Basket |

or 1-Click Checkout

‘ Buy now with 1-Click® |

Order within Zhr 26min to get it:

Thu Thu
+0.00 by 1pm
+4.49

Wording. WC3, the standard bearers for quality in web design and accessibility, advise that
when calling the user to action, use brief but meaningful link text that:

e Provides some information when read out of context
e Explains what the link offers
e Doesn’t talk about mechanics

e Isnotaverb phrase

Your ‘Add to Basket’ button should leave users in no doubt about what will happen next when

they click the link.

Size and placement. Following the logic of the “F shape” way in which users scan pages for

meaning, an ‘Add to Basket’ button should be placed where a user will see it as they scan the

product page. Place the button just below the price, or to the right of the product details, to keep it

within the F shape (Figure 48).
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Figure 48: Speedo’s product pages appear to be designed with the F shape in
mind

® © ® | =~ aloverDigital Panel Jammer % o
&« C | ® www.speedo.com/ulk/en/allover-digital-panel-jammer/810853B743.html| a v | @ 'i 'ﬂ &n r B
=9 speedo. = [aN=]

WOMEN MEN KIDS GOGGLES EXPLORE

FREE DELIVERY ON ORDERS OVER £50 » Search.... Q

ALLOVER DIGITAL PANEL JAMMER

Allover Digital Panel Jammer

P £41.00

SIZE GUIDE m SHIPPING @

o —
-

$ 1 LS

SIZE: 26 w QTy (1) w

ADD TO BASKET

ADD TO WISHLIST 3

SHARE [/

YOU MAY ALSO LIKE

. T e .

If a product page is lengthy, such as a holiday specification page, then make sure the call to action
button follows the user down the page, ready for when they’ve made up their mind.

Ecommerce Best Practice Guide Page 75

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any information storage
and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher. Copyright © Econsultancy.com Ltd 2017



Figure 49: AO.com ensures the product price and ‘Add to Basket’ button remain
available even when users scroll down through product details

[ NN ] _.-'Q 956-B30611-200 | MSI gamin X e

&« C | ® ao.com/product/9s6b90611200-msi-desktop-black-48711-253.aspx w| @ g% r O

- MSI Trident 3 Gaming Tower - Black
Add to basket >

Key Features _ e 95 can S .

* GeForce GTX 1050 - play top games
o 7ihgeni5 G processor & 5GB & RAM Product Specification

* Powerful enough to run VR games Key Information -
® Silent Storm cooling system for improved performance
Dimensions (H)25.1 x (W)35.4 x (D)9.8
Product Overview Built-In Micrephone No
Camera No
This MSI gaming desktop is sleek, compact but powerful, and
has features that give you an awesome gaming experience. Graphics NVidia GeForce %TS)O(
The Silent Storm cooling system ensures your desktop doesn’t
overheal, so it will perform at its best for longer. It's VR ready Manufacturer Warranty
too, so grab a compatible headset and immerse yourself in the AQ Aftercare Protection plans from £7.98 per month. More 2 Year
top virtual reality games, so you'll feel in the action more than o
ever before. Number Of USB Ports 8
In terms of power, the GeForce GTX 1050 graphics card is Overall Storage 1TB Hard Disk Drive
capable of playing online and all the top titles on mid-level
settings. If's supported by the speedy 7th generation i5 Processor Family Intel Core i5
® processor and 8GB of () RAM, so all your favourite games 5 nEE
will run flawlessly without any slowdown. And you'll have plenty
of room to store your collection, with the 1TB (& RAM Speed DDR4

holding the equivalent of 30 PC games. It can also perform
day-to-day tasks too, so you can make sure to finish all your Sound System Nahimics 2.5, Audio hmsal
work off before getting stuck into a gaming marathon.

Weight 6.09 Kg
e —

Don’t forget to give the product room to breathe

In web design terms, less is often more, and white space can give product information crucial
room to breathe. Simplicity is not simple to achieve, but spaces means more opportunity for calls
to action to stand out.
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Figure 50: John Lewis gives Oxo0’s design-led kitchen products room to breathe
on the product page. It’s a lemon juicer after all... how much do you want to

know?
® © ® /' BuyOX0 Good Grips Small C X e
& X | & John Lewis pic [GB] | https://www.johnlewis.com/oxo-good-grips-small-citrus-juicer/p2745210 % A= r o

~ Sign In or Register My Account My Wish List
John Lewis
o,
Christmas Home & Garden Furniture & Lights Electricals Women Men Beauty Baby & Child Sport & Leisure Gifts Offers

< OXO HomePage > Home & Garden > Utensis > Juicers, Squeozers & Zestors

OXO Good Grips Small Citrus Juicer £10.00
=
Product code : 81241041
i\
More than 10 in stock
" |

Sign in to add to Wish List

4

o e o CE (Pu
bsp ups
7 | 1/3
é (XY \ P UK delivery £3.50
v | 0, Standard delivery within 5 working days
| 174 | Find out more
Vi | )
deo | b \ [EG Click & collect £2.00
78 Click & collect from John Lewis and
Waitrose shops tomorrow from 2pm
Find out more
J) coliect+ £3.50
Wating forjonnlowis.uge.bazaarvoice.com = .

6.3.4. Copywriting
With thousands of products to contend with, it might seem simpler to defer to manufacturers or
commercial teams to put together product copy, but this could be missing a trick.

Product page copy still has a big role to play in SEO, not least in guiding users towards clicking on
your organic listings (whether in blended search or shopping-specific) over others. But SEO-
friendly text is useless to real people, and despite the fascination with imagery and the scarcity of
time in modern ecommerce, copy still counts when it comes to conversions. In particular, the
consistency in tone of voice in the way products are described can make the product feel like it is
part of the family.
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Figure 51: AO.com’s ‘number of bags of shopping’ fridge comparison is a unique,
useful and on-brand feature

® © @ /[T Free Standing Fridges ao.com X [\ e

&« C | @ ao.com/l/iridges-free_standing/1-8/29-30/ o & ,".'E:‘aiu r @

‘ .C ® TRACK YOUR ORDER Search for products, brands or advice Q

@ MY ACCOUNT
@ Regsier | Sign n

TV&Entetainment  Gomputing Phones & Smart Tech Laundry Dishwashers  Fridges & Freezers Cooking  Small Appllances Fioorcare Help & Advice

@TRUST?

@ Price match promise | Free30 dayreturns Rated9.4/10 B Next day delivery, 7 days a week Pay monthly APR 199%
Y L] Doooo / :

Home » Refrigerators » Fridges » Free Standing

Search faster

Filter products Browse all 260 Fridges

Free Standing Fridges

~ FitType Reset View = Ust 22 Grd Sortby  Most Popular v show 12 v  products per page
Built In (71)

Buitt Under (23) Featured product

£199
Spend over £249 to
pay on finance

+ Free Standing (141)

(D noesit

Indesit SIAASS Fridge - White

A Brand . - Home delivery from
% 45/5 (19 Reviews) M, 4t October ™

epen v We can take your old
Beko (12) « Good Capacity — fits 13 shopping bags of feod inside fridge away

+ Tested for the equivalent of 10 years' use " Package recycling
Bosch (5) + Special coating prevents mould and odours available

« 3 spacious shelves +" Free delivery available
Zanussi (9)

= Narrow width — 55cm

Indesit (8) n Add o baskat >

AEG (5) Proguctcaia shast
Samsung (2) [T compare
more v

A Fridge Height

less then 90cm (50)

NEWWORLD
Newworld NWLARS5W Fridge - White
¢ 4.815 (85 Reviews)

Type your question here
pay on nnance

Above all: keep product page copy scannable; use of bold highlights and bullet points is good.

Images and videos

Product imagery is important: people need to be able to see what they are buying both to help
with conversion and reduce returns. The style and prominence of the images will depend on the
brand and product type. For example, John Lewis uses big high quality images as they are also
selling a lifestyle, not just a lemon juicer.

Not all suppliers will send suitable images, and sometimes use totally inappropriate images.

Ecommerce Best Practice Guide Page 78

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any information storage
and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher. Copyright © Econsultancy.com Ltd 2017



Figure 52: Wiggle has chosen to crop this image from the original

LICN Wiggle | Assos Women's H.|

x \\ e

C | ® www.wiggle.co.uk/assos-womens-hlaalalai-s7-shorts; * & '.o 0} r D

Welcome Steffan. | Not you? Your Account | Wishiist ¥ English/ GBP / United Kingdom v

5
wiggle ”

®

Swim  Trathon  Outdoors  Gym  Sale  Events CycleServices  Buying Guides  Help

PRICE PROMISE FREE DELIVERY 1YEAR TO RETURN READ OUR REVIEWS
never beaten on price when you spend over £9 and s free on TrustPilot

Home » Clothing » Shorts » Lycra Cyciing Shorts » Assos Women's H.laalalai_s7 Shorts

Assos Women's H.laalaLai_s7 Shorts

Assos Women's H.laalaLai_s7 Shorts
FREE DELIVERY TO UNITED KINGDOM
£100.00
(36)  Read all reviews

Select a colour: Blok Black

Select a size: ...

Size Guide

X Small Small Medium Large Extra Large

Figure 53: The original supplier image is used elsewhere

©® 0 ® /o Assos Haalalaishorts_s7 Lac X\ \ e
C | @ Secure | https://www.bikeinn.com/bike/assos-h.laalalaishorts_s7-lady-block/1228051/p?utm_source=google_productsgutm_medium=merchant&id_produ... ¥ | B /g @ & r @
Shipping to: S8 \  Language: English We guarantee the lowest online price! A Reums (D) Contact
diverm trekk o goolm  runnermm h trainm d di inn]

* 0
blke [INN| Search from over 664,369 products and 1,894 brands @) Signin E

My account v

Bike shop

ALL CATEGORIES v BRANDS A-Zv

<Back to previous page | Women’s clothing > Bib shorts

Assos H.laalalaishorts_s7 Lady
Block

Assos Authorized Dealer.
Full Manufacturer Warranty.
£ 117.95

Size & szschan Quantity
M - Black 1

IN STOCK Order now and it will be delivered directly
to you between Mon. 16 Oct. and Tue. 17 Oct. @

Buy this product and ear 131 ColNNs / £1.18 @

Best price online audited by NetRivals

It is not unusual for ecommerce retailers to reshoot products to suit their own guidelines. DAM
providers often provide photography services so retailers can specify the aesthetic. Tesco Direct
operates its own photography and video studio, such is the volume of product samples it wants to
be able to style to its own requirements.
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Unique content is integral to [cycling apparel retailer] CHPT3’s strategy

“We launched CHPT3.com in July this year, focusing on premium cycling apparel. The site utilises high-quality
photography and images, worthy of £220 of cycling jersey!

“Ex-pro cyclist David Millar is an award-winning author with a huge social following and is extremely well
connected both inside and outside the cycling world. We have created a very highly curated journal section blog,
very deep and extensive static content pages around David and the story of CHPT3 so far, plus we have engaged
with a collection of ambassadors (Sporting Group 3) to further help position the brand and extend the reach of
the unique content.”

Steve Mills, Director, Green Snow Online Fulfilment

Figure 54: CHPT3 product page imagery allows macro inspection of garment

details
ece 6CHPTGCycIaCIommg.des\: x e
C | @ Secure | https://chpt3.com * By r O
FREE WORLDWIDE DELIVERY ON EVERYTHING
CHPT 3 SHOP v STORY V PALMARES v SPORTING GRP 3 v JOURNAL v MEDIA Vv GBP v SIGNIN Q WO
THE RESULTOF THIS ETHOS, IS THE J/].
JERSEY/JACKET 1.31
£220.00
In Stock for Immediate Despatch
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Further reading

Eight different ways of using product videos in ecommerce
https://econsultancy.com/blog/61857-eight-different-ways-of-using-product-videos-in-ecommerce

Do bigger images mean improved conversion rates? Three case studies
https://econsultancy.com/blog/62391-do-bigger-images-mean-improved-conversion-rates-three-case-studies

6.4. Product recommendations

Standard ecommerce recommendations are driven by ‘people who bought X also bought Y’
variables. But the next level of product recommendations is within the grasp of ecommerce
managers: advanced product cross-promotion that serves suggestions individually to customers
using algorithms that look at traffic source, on-site behaviour, and purchase history as well as the
traditional linked product relationships.
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Dynamic content is fast becoming an established practice within email, and it represents a big
opportunity for ecommerce too. Simple steps beyond email personalisation and re-targeting could
include offering concierge-style prompts on different pages like “Based on your purchase history,
we think you're probably going to like X more”, or “Christmas is coming up — are you still buying
presents for 5-year-olds?”.

Section 6.5 discusses personalisation on landing pages, while section 6.7.1 lists explicit
preferences to allow personalisation among the features of customer profiles.

But the power of personalisation is currently being woefully under-exploited by ecommerce.

Further reading

11 useful examples of copywriting for product recommendations
econsultancy.com/blog/62678-11-useful-examples-of-co iting-for-product-recommendations

Landing pages

Econsultancy’s SEO Best Practice Guide on Landing Page Optimisation:8 contains a
comprehensive guide to how to optimise landing pages. The following guidelines will help
ecommerce managers who are responsible for landing pages that are the destination for customer
acquisition and marketing campaigns (as opposed to product pages).

Understand what you’re using the landing page for

If the landing page is the result of a marketing campaign, then get to grips with the target
audience for the campaign by asking yourself the following questions:

Who is it for?
What sort of customer is likely to arrive there, and from what channel?
What did the call to action they clicked on say?

Do they have specific expectations for what they will find?

Do they already know the brand or are they likely to be newcomers?

The answers to these questions may have a profound effect on the hierarchy of information on the
landing page, and could lead to a radically different layout compared to product pages.

Personalisation could be a powerful tool here: updating marketing messages based on variables
like whether the customer is a returning visitor could enable you to have a more relevant
conversation with them and increase chance of conversion.

Some of the same rules apply: upon a quick scan the page must reveal its meaning and reassure
the customer they’ve made the right choice to come there.

Set realistic goals
Ecommerce managers spend a long time thinking about top category pages, but often landing
pages are the most popular entry point for new customers. Whether these are product pages or

campaign landing pages, understanding the buying journey is crucial for working out what a
meaningful goal might be, around which you may build your landing page.

18 https: //econsultancy.com/reports/seo-best-practice-landing-page-optimization
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6.6.

A customer arriving on a landing page as a result of a marketing campaign may be nearing the
end of their engagement journey for that particular session. Engaging with the campaign may
already have taken them a long way down the path, but actual conversion may not be a realistic
option, compared to someone who’s searched for a particular product and arrived on your site
with a strong intention to purchase.

If the latter is clicking directly to a ‘deep linked’ product page, conversion may still require a
different amount of reassurance and persuasion that the retailer they’ve arrived at for the first
time is a trusted choice.

While your overall objective might be conversion, is it realistic to expect a customer to complete a
sale within that journey? The success or otherwise of landing pages could also be measured on
whether customers click through to product pages, engage with images or videos, or spend a
certain amount of time on the site.

Capturing enough information to bring the customer back to that point in the future may be the
best option. This can be achieved with cookies, registration or “send me this information”-type
options. In addition, landing pages should ideally be navigable within the site so customers
arriving from a search engine can choose to go back through the different steps in their journey
without relying on the back button.

For complex or high value purchases in particular, users experimenting with different
configurations can be a key part of their path to purchase — and even cursory engagement with a
landing page might be a hard-earned interim success outcome.

Aside from your ability to capture and follow up with potential customers who arrive on your
landing pages, part of the landing page’s job is simply to be memorable so the returning customer
has a reason to remember to come back again.

Checkout

The checkout process needs to follow a clear route, offering next steps through to completion.
Although the issue of isolating the checkout is explored in section 7.2.2, from a usability
perspective, people go backwards as well as forwards all the time when they browse the web, and
it’s important to avoid forcing too linear a path.

Particularly important is the ability for customers to go back (and for ‘back’ buttons on the site to
have the same effect as ‘hard back’ using browser buttons) and not have to re-key information
they’ve already entered.

Ecommerce transactions generally involve some sort of login or registration process. Although
analytics systems will already have assigned a customer with a unique identifier that can track all
their on-site behaviour (even across multiple sessions and devices), encouraging customers to
login means purchases can be attributed to a unique customer record.

Fortunately, most customers have come to expect this as a requirement of shopping online and
the main benefit to customers is speed — using customer data captured last time such as delivery
address and payment details. Even entering an email address in guest checkout mode is beneficial
to customers who want to receive a record of their transaction.

This need for reassurance drills down to the heart of the dilemma in checkout design: making the
process as seamless as possible so that it is easy and affords fewer opportunities to back out, vs.
ensuring customers are reassured that their purchase has gone through. In other words: the
transaction can be too easy.
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6.6.1.

The longer the relationship a customer has with a vendor, the easier it will be to make the
checkout experience faster, to the level of Amazon’s 1-Click purchase button, as explored in
section 6.3.2, which simply posts the item to the user’s preferred address and charges their
default card.

Checkout registration

Marketers and user experience designers are often at odds about what details are required for
checkout. This has led to the development of a two-path approach: the so-called ‘guest checkout’
vs. full registration.

A guest checkout option affords the user the chance to enter the minimum viable data needed
to complete a purchase (name, email address, postal address, payment details). This does raise
the question of “why would anyone ever choose ‘long winded’ approach?!”, especially when the
marketing requirements can still be met by matching data in order to link guest orders to
customer profiles.

The role of full registration might be to allow new customers who are planning on returning
frequently to store their details, but how large a segment of your customer base is this in practice?
Does asking a question like “are you a new or returning customer?” truly help users navigate the
checkout process, or is it more reflective of the marketing team’s way of thinking about
customers? I may be a previous customer, but have no idea whether or not I registered, or I may
be a customer who has never bought anything from you online. Of course, the ultimate ‘guest
checkout’ option is Facebook Login, which we explored in section 3.2.6.

John Lewis addresses the problem of registration by letting people proceed through guest

checkout even if an account is registered to the email address they enter, which is hugely
beneficial to users, especially on mobile, who may not have their passwords stored or to hand.
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Figure 55: John Lewis avoids the question of “are you a new or returning
customer?” by asking customers whether they think they have a password

000 Anywhere

JL John Lewis | Login

& S C @ hitps/www.johnlewis.com/ch og ‘ e

@
B

& Secure checkout JOh n Lewis Q. 03456 049 049

Welcome to secure checkout

Email

Do you have a password?
@ No (you can create an account later)

Yes my password is

Continue securely

& johnlewis.com is secure and your personal details are protected

The best approach is to see checkout and registration as a progressive function, i.e., where every
visitor starts on the same path, but has the option to stop entering more details as soon as the
bare minimum has been provided.

For example, payment gateway Stripe has extensively engineered and tested the payment details

entry screen, and now offers full checkout functionality on top, which can be integrated with a few
lines of code (Figure 56).
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Figure 56: Stripe has stripped down payment details entry to the bare
minimum...

Dribbble

Pro Account 1 Year

& ben@stripe.com

B9 4242 4242 4242 4242 Tx

£ 10/16 & 123

|_) Remember me

Pay $18.00

Figure 57: ...while letting users toggle between so-called ‘guest’ checkout and full
registration with the tap of a checkbox

Dribbble

Pro Account 1 Year

7 ben@stripe.com

5 4242 4242 4242 4242 Tosx

£ 10/16 £ 123

4 Remember me

Stripe stores your payment info for
quick checkout on this site and
others. For security, please enter
your mobile phone number :

0 (555) 123-1234
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A progressive approach to checkout registration has the benefit of offering users additional

registration benefits once they know they’ve already carried out the majority of the work required.

The following example (Figure 58) shows what is probably the most elegant and stripped-down
combination of all four stages of the checkout process: delivery, payment, review and completion
— using a cascading or ‘accordion’ design.

Figure 58: Holland & Barrett has email address validation in the first stage...

eoe Checkout | Holland & Barrett - x ||

& €| Secure | httpsy/

ckout/checkout.jsp?_requestid=1798045

HOLLAND & BARRETT
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Order Summary Edit
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High Strength was£39.99
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Chondroitin

Complex 120

Caplets

Holland & Barrett 1 £10.99
CoEnzyme Q-10 30 was-£21-99
Capsules 120mg

Subtotal £30.98
Total (before delivery) £30.98
Nt Rewards for Life

You could collect 120 reward
points

Don't have a rewards for life card?
C) Include a new card in my order with
an additional 150 points for joining
(by selecting the checkbox you agree
o our terms and conditions).
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v}
]
o
°
7]
7]
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Figure 59: ... browser autofill-friendly form fields (also, a basket summary that

updates on the fly as delivery options are chosen)...

® © ® /[E] checkout | Holland & Barrett - X |\

2. Delivery

-} .-a Delivery

Title (optional
First Name*

Last Name®

Country*
House nofname (optional

Postcode*

3 C | & Secure | https://www.hollandandbarrett.com/checkout/checkout jsp?_requestid=1798045
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Glucosamine &

Chondroitin
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Holland & Barrett 1 £10.99
CoEnzyme Q-10 30 was £21.99
Capsules 120mg

Subtotal £30.98
Total (before delivery) £30.98
Nt Rewards for Life

You could collect 120 reward
points
Don't have a rewards for life card?
C) Include a new card in my order with
an additional 150 points for joining
(by selecting the checkbox you agree
o our terms and conditions).

o :

~
S
©
o
o
@
7]
w
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Figure 60: ...and minimal payment details.

® © ® /[ checkout | Holland & Barrett - x ||\ e
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YYyy $
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o
[ == ]

But as the Stripe example showed, there is no reason why these need to be separate stages. The
following example (Figure 61) also illustrates how retailers can feature all fields on a single page
(thanks to user Rasmus for pointing this one out in response to a previous Econsultancy blog
post19).

19 https: //econsultancy.com/blog/65588-nine-single-page-ecommerce-checkouts-of-varying-quality
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Figure 61: AndMoreFashion’s single page checkout

[) Shopping Cart - AndMoref

<« C @ https /www.andmorefashion.com * & i

ANDMORE e v lognQ  cresteaccount @ *

FASHIONSTORE .

Q

SHOPPING CART i st

Monton gift box

€22.95
Product code: 251403
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As an AndMore customer you could earn €5.60 (5%) for your next purchase.
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@ DPD Courier (€16.80)
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Email*
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International
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Subtotal €2295
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Grand Total €3975
(including taxes)

I accept the terms
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6.6.2. Checkout optimisations

Whether you need to achieve the entire functionality of the checkout really depends on your
product. What’s more, checkout optimisation isn’t just down to reductive design. It can also
benefit hugely from a well thought out approach to data entry. You may want to try the following
checkout optimisations:

Automatically selecting the user’s country and filling in their city and state when they
enter a postal code helps make address entry even easier. Yet thousands of ecommerce sites
still require users to scroll through a list of countries in alphabetical order.

Real time postal and email address verification, too, can help avoid delivery, payment or
email confirmation errors. Watch out for separate fields that are unnecessary, for example,
house number/house name. Separate fields suggest the system has been designed for the
benefit of the database owner, not the user, whereas a simple bit of validation could
determine in which data field to store the details that have been entered.

Taking a higher risk on chargebacks in order to avoid 3D secure verification (more on
this in section 3.2.10) may make commercial sense depending on the impact on sales
conversions.

Ensure names of form fields are standardised and aligned with browsers’ autofill options.
Each form field can be given a name in the code, and applying naming conventions to form
fields means users who store frequently entered details in their browser can enter them
seamlessly at the touch of a button, but only if the fields line up.

Carrying out performance optimisations to increase speed — see Jakob Nielsen’s
explanation of the speed factor in section 6.2.6. Delays in loading pages or confirmation may
be enough to damage customer confidence in the whole process.

Avoid information loss — for example if customers are required to move through multiple
stages, the data they’'ve entered should be stored temporarily so they don’t need to re-key if
they navigate between stages — or away from the checkout before coming back again.

Check for error handling — for example, if customers go back, pop-ups that ask for
confirmation of form resubmission may confuse people or break on mobile. If a field on a
page needs correcting, the user interface should clearly highlight the field in question rather
than just triggering a popup.

Use web form standards to select the correct field type for the question being asked — see
the latest WC3 guidance2° for more.

Only make fields mandatory when they are absolutely essential.

https://www.w3.orqg/TR/htmls/forms.html#writing-a-form's-user-interface
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Figure 62: Boden allows customers to skip the date of birth field, and provides a
link to explain why it is asking
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Confirm password:* ®

1f you would ke to change your prel eting information please see

More techniques for optimising the checkout process — and dealing with checkout abandonment
— are dealt with in section 7.2.2.

Providing reassurance

Even though there should theoretically be nothing a site can do visually to reassure users that it is
secure (anything visual can of course be reproduced by nefarious actors) a lot of people will judge
if they think your site is secure based purely on aesthetics.

People need reassurance — especially when handing over their card details — and fortunately, web
browsers have the potential to refer to third party issued certificates that demonstrate security
compliance.

More diligent consumers have learned to trust sites starting with https (https stands for “http
secure”, meaning the data which is sent between the user’s browser and your website is
encrypted) and recognise SSL (Secure Sockets Layer) certificates in their browsers.

SSL certificates conform to a global cryptography standard called X.509 and are issued by
recognised providers like Symantec, Comodo and GoDaddy. When a web user visits a site with a
valid SSL certificate, their web browser displays certain signals such as a padlock at the end of the
address bar, or a green highlighted area.
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Figure 63: Examples of how valid SSL certificates are displayed by different web
browsers

& SSU Certificate from Com: X

<« C' |8 Comodo CA Ltd [G,Bj https//wwwi.instantssl.com @ @ ©7 =

@ € @ Comooo CALGIGE)  hitps//waww instantssl.com C || Q secreh =

0 € 9 D o= | @Tmsed  wowinstantssicom % | [B ~ Searchwith Google

Mobile browsers tend to deal with SSL certificates by exception (for example, if a user visits a site
that claims to have SSL but has an invalid certificate).

Post-‘Add to Basket’

The post-‘Add to Basket’ action needs to be carefully considered depending on sector: a product
or service with complex transaction process will be more likely to need to take users into a flow
such as availability searching and specification.

In these events, progress indicators are a useful way of showing customers how close they are to
completion, as we explore further in section 7.2.2. Likewise, having a persistent basket summary
at this point can help remind users of the contents of their baskets and the total cost of the order
so they don't have to leave the checkout for this information.

Pop up basket confirmation can be a helpful feature for customers who are shopping for a few

items and want to check what they’ve picked up without navigating away from the page they're
browsing.
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Figure 64: Wiggle.co.uk’s persistent basket summary throughout the checkout
process

eoce Wiggle | Gheckout =\ e
& C' | & Wiggle Ltd [GB] | https:// it y2countryld=18selected Option=-1 % Epa %o r
V)
wiggle

Step 1 of 3 - Delivery Order Summary

1 x Oakley Jawbreaker

Delivery address W Prizm Road
Sunglasses
Destination country: One Size White
United Kingdom s £122.49
Edit basket
Please select a location to deliver to: VAT (included) £20.42

" Deliver to home or work - United Kingdom
‘Someone must be in to receive orders otherwise a card may be left.

Total £122.49

" Pick up from a collection point

Get your order delivered to a Collect+ or Doddle location near you.

You can review this order before payment is taken

(=) chat is busy

But for simpler ecommerce situations, leaving people on the product page (or blog or other
content) it is established best practice.

A temporary banner across the top of the page, confirming that the item has been added to the

basket, can be a preferred option to pop-up notifications. Augmenting a simple item count next to
the basket option is another.
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Figure 65: Thread.com offers an item count (top right, beside trolley icon) as well
as temporary basket summary on desktop browsers, which disappears if you start

lling
® 9 @ mead x (<)
&« C | @ Thread Online Limited [GB] | https://www.thread.com/home ¥ | ig‘p %o {
FROM ALEXANDER  BROWSE OCCASION GUIDES MESSAGES TIPS Q w @ .

Review your cart

[ Free shipping over £50

-
: ) Price Match

Your Cart

What was once acceptable, even four years ago, now seems clunky. Customers have grown used to
filling in forms with just a few keystrokes. As soon as one ecommerce retailer or payment gateway
finds a way of removing the need for a piece of data to complete a purchase, customers get
frustrated when they still need to provide it elsewhere.

Further reading

Which ecommerce security logos do users trust? Do they matter?
https://econsultancy.com/blog/64459-which-ecommerce-security-logos-do-users-trust-do-they-matter

21 first class examples of effective web form design
https://econsultancy.com/blog/64669-21-first-class-examples-of-effective-web-form-design

A usability benchmark of 50 e-commerce sites ranked by checkout usability performance
https://baymard.com/checkout-usability/benchmark/top-100

6.7. Customer profile

Tempting as it is to focus your design attention on homepages, product pages and checkout
processes, the place that many regular, high value customers will end up spending time is on their
account page: changing settings, searching past orders or re-ordering at the touch of a button.

There are great commercial opportunities in helping customers buy more easily and more often,
and they’re being overlooked by many ecommerce retailers.

6.7.1. Design considerations

To design an effective ‘My Account’ offering that is genuinely useful to customers, ecommerce
managers need to think carefully about business goals and customer needs. This is a tricky user-
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experience design balance at the best of times. When it comes to account features, what is most
important to the user will vary greatly depending on the type of products and services being
offered.

Mapping user stories can be a good way of working out what the priority tasks are for users.

User stories (sometimes called user journeys) are text descriptions of the journeys or stories the
personas should be able to carry out with the product. A user story is a simple way of conveying
the purpose of a feature, without becoming entangled in the complexity of how it will work in
practice on the site.

Good user stories are simple and written from the point of view of a clear customer persona,
communicating what the user can do with the product.

When compiling stories, they typically follow a pattern like:
As a {type of customer}, I want {outcome} so that {reason}.

To learn more about user story mapping, read Econsultancy’s User Experience and Interaction
Design for Mobile and Web.2!

Customer goals might include:

See order status (see below)

Shop again quickly

Set up a regular item purchase

Change stored payment card and address details

Personalisation configurations that help with inspiration or discovery.

Figure 66: As well as “buy it again” options for all past orders, Amazon’s order
history feature has its own search engine
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https://econsultancy.com/reports/user-experience-and-interaction-design-for-mobile-and-web
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Figure 67: The ‘My Account’ menu itself even has a hover state menu of
frequently purchased items
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Figure 68: Milk&more makes it easy to manage regular item delivery quantities
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Figure 69: Thread.com allows users to specify their typical price point for each
item of clothing, as well as upload photos and clothing sizes
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Figure 70: Thread.com asks customers to specify their level of ‘daringness’ to help
personalise fashion suggestions
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Business goals, which could be equally useful to customers too, could be driven by:

Cost reduction ambitions in other channels (e.g. customer enquiries via phone)
Reducing return rates (by allowing last minute cancellation)
Rewarding and incentivising loyal custom

Providing discounts and rewards for referrals
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Beyond the expected functionality, account features offer retailers a world of opportunity when it
comes to innovation and creative utility.

When I first joined Iglu we were launching a long-haul travel brand

“We decided to build a journey planner so people could start to choose from different options and get closer to a
specification. People could input the same sorts of things they would otherwise key into enquiry forms — but
rather than pricing up, it was more of a mood board for people’s potential trips.

“Our target was mainly SE Asia — the sort of purchase decision that might be a year in the making. Letting people
explore and find weird and quirky activities helped them on the journey towards a future purchase decision
without feeling rushed in any way by pricing or availability.

“Similarly, if it’s a product with a social element — ski for example, which is often a group thing — then letting
people share information or make multiple part payments could be really powerful.”

Isabel Mack, Chief Product Owner (eCommerce), Iglu

The key to developing ways that will provide value to customers in the ‘My Account’ feature is to
think about the context of the purchase, and in particular the research and specification phases:
What is the duration between realisation and purchase (and the repeat purchase)? What are
people doing between these two points?

It’s all about decision making. Think about what decisions your customers must make before
completing a purchase, and how you can help them make these decisions faster or more easily.

6.7.2. Order status

Genuine online self-service can be a challenge given the number of systems that need to be
brought together and plumbed into the website user interface to make them reliable.

For customers, the power to meaningfully self-serve is key. Order status systems need to make
use of the latest available information on the status of an order, right down to the very most
specific data available from the package courier if appropriate, and (accurate) progress bar
delivery statuses are becoming the norm.
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Figure 71: Royal Mail allows retailers to click through directly from order status
pages and see delivery details, such as time and signature

® © 8 L Tack and Trace - Track your | X L]

€« C | @ Secure | htps://www.royaimail. com/track-your-item #/tracking-res

Trackyour item  Finda postcode  Getaprice Redelivery Payafee

Sending mail v/ Recsiving mall Shop Help & support Business services

Home © Track and Trace - Track your Item

Track and Trace - Track your Item

=
Check the progress of your deliveries

Fersiwn Cymraeg

@ Delivered Track another number @

Tracking no. AF56

Your item with reference AF56 has been delivered.
Your recent deliveries

Rayal Mail Special Delivery Guaranteed 1pm™ (@) Log in or register to save your tracking
number and easily check the progress of
your item.

Signed for by: MUHAMAD D

Please note if you have previously saved
30 items then this item will remove the
oldest in your history.

Delivered: 8:54am

Print

Service overview

Figure 72: More time-critical delivery services like Deliveroo show real-time
delivery location
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YOUR FOOD IS ON THE WAY

Your driver has picked up your food. You
can follow their progress on the map!

ORDER DETAILS

Source: digbeth.org

Vendors selling personalised or more complex products could create exciting engagement
opportunities with a feature as simple sounding as ‘order status’, which could follow the bespoke
artisan basket maker who posts a picture of the ‘work in progress’ on the order status page and
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emails a link to the customer, or the vehicle brand owner who takes production line data to show
the car’s progress. There are big innovation opportunities here for any brand.

Wish lists

Wish lists have several meanings and functions. Ian McAllister, formerly in charge of the Wish
List feature for Amazon.com, describes them as follows:22

Alternative to basket holding — Customers will use wish list [rather than their basket] as
a place to temporarily hold items during a shopping session. [Some customers tend to use
their basket to hold items]. Once you add a wish list to a site you will see a decrease in cart [or
basket] adds and an increase in wish list adds, but this use case alone isn’t likely to lead to a
significant increase in overall sales, just a shift in path.

Multi-session holding area — Customers may hold items in a wish list across sessions.
Making the small investment of adding an item to a wish list on your site increases the
likelihood that they’ll return to your site because it is easier to find the item again than to start
their search fresh on Google or elsewhere. It will also increase the likelihood they’ll buy the
item when they return to your site, even if they returned for another reason. This use case is
more incremental than the previous one.

Gifting — If a customer makes their wish list public then there is the potential for gifting,
which is highly incremental. Family and friends are unlikely to just stumble on to a wish list if
your site is small, so getting customers to explicitly share them is important.

Sharing — Customers may share their wish list with family and friends who will buy gifts
[from] it, but sharing creates incremental traffic and sales outside of gifting. Friends who
receive a link to a wish list via email or on a social network may discover your site and specific
products as a result, and then go on to buy them and become new customers. This use case is
also highly incremental.

Other functions or opportunities from using wish lists include:

Allowing customers to see when out of stock items become available
Customising recommendations (both on-site and via email) based on wish list contents

Prompting customers to revisit and share their wish lists when their birthdays or other gift
seasons approach

Driving sales by incentivising customers to buy from their wish lists — for example, offering
free delivery on wish list items for a limited period of time.

Regular orders

Products-as-a-service is a huge commercial innovation opportunity for ecommerce retailers, and
is explored in more detail in section 7.2.2.

Startup Pact Coffee’s entire ecommerce functionality takes the form of a purchase flow where
users are asked nearly a dozen questions about their coffee preferences, but without any progress
bar to show them what “almost done...” means. They rely on the relevance of the questions to
drive users to the final step, which is to enter account details.

https://www.quora.com/Do-wish-lists-help-convert-sales
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Figure 73: Pact Coffee’s ecommerce function takes the form of a single journey
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Figure 74: Amazon Subscribe and Save offers customers a range of products on
regular subscription, with generous discounts for multiple subscriptions
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6.7.5. Referrals

Word of mouth existed long before the Internet, and electronic, tracked referral tools are just one
way that customers can reward you for doing a great job. But they're generally felt to be under-

performing by ecommerce managers, and careful consideration needs to be given to the timing of
the reminder, as well as the design of the offer.
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The commercial basis of referrals is usually a reflection of price point and business stage. Early-

stage businesses that are in high-growth mode (for example PayPal, which spent $70m on giving
away free money to drive rapid early growth23) may offer highly attractive incentives to help grow
the size of the market. These tactics are typical of well-funded startups in new markets, including

Dropbox, Airbnb and Uber.

The higher the sales margin, the more generous the referral programme can be. Some Software-
as-a-Service vendors keen on market share, such as Edinburgh-based bookkeeping software

platform FreeAgent, offer a discount of up to 100% (Figure 75).

Figure 75: FreeAgent users can get up to 100% off their bill if they refer enough
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Referral programmes for established retailers in sectors experiencing limited overall growth are
usually geared to the same goals (acquiring new customers). They could also be geared towards
rewarding more specific behaviour. For example, offering a £20 voucher or 15% discount to
referrer and refer-ee on certain qualifying spend, such as spending over £100 or taking part in a

flash sale, in order to increase order size.

23 https: //www.youtube.com/watch?v=vDwzmJpl4io&feature=youtu.be&t=11m20s
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Figure 76: Recipe kit service HelloFresh offers a choice of referral: account credit

for both parties, or a completely free sample box sent to a friend
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Some referral programmes allow high-value referrers to earn money from their prolific activity.
Amazon Associates is cited as one of the early innovators in affiliate marketing but can equally be
classed as a referral programme, offering any registered user a revenue share of all items ordered
as a result of a customer clicking a tracked link — regardless of whether they are a new customer

or not.
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6.7.6.

Figure 77: Amazon Associates lets people earn a share of revenue from all basket
items whose sale completion resulted from a tracked link click
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Pounds (in the UK) and percentages are the typical currency of referrals and loyalty programmes,
but research by a major UK member website suggests free items may be an even better way of

rewarding loyal customer behaviour.

Ecommerce Best Practice Guide

Page 103

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any information storage
and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher. Copyright © Econsultancy.com Ltd 2017



Figure 78: Recipe kit service HelloFresh offers kitchen items rather than
discounts in exchange for reward points
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Loyalty marketing is a sophisticated industry and many ecommerce managers may simply want to
opt for straightforward programmes. But a properly thought out loyalty programme could be the
fuel in an ecommerce CRM strategy, and ecommerce managers may wish to consider the
following questions in deciding on whether and how to integrate loyalty into ecommerce site
design:

1.

Loyalty touchpoints: is loyalty marketing purely a function of CRM campaigns based on
spending analysis, or should loyalty status be a visible part of the ‘My Account’ feature?

2. Could making loyalty rewards visible drive conversion on certain product pages — even feature
in the product summaries on search results pages?

3. How can loyalty earning be made seamless without being invisible, so users are reminded of
the added value or reciprocal benefit they’re enjoying by continuing with the same business?

4. How does ecommerce loyalty integrate with in-store loyalty rewards (best practice requires
points to be able to be earned seamlessly in both environments, preferably without carrying a
separate physical card) and is there a role for mobile in bridging the gap?

5. Loyalty isn’t just about ‘kick backs’. How can you design the experience simply to make it
easier for people to buy again from your site rather than sign up elsewhere?

6. Are there other desirable ecommerce behaviours that can be tracked and rewarded within the
loyalty scheme, not just sales?

7. How can overall customer behaviour tracking contribute to customer profiling so that loyalty
programmes can be applied differently to different customer cohorts — rather than simply
giving everyone some free points each time they spend?
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7. Approach IV — ‘Business as usual’

Throughout the guide so far we've referred to considerations that could be made at any stage of
the ecommerce lifecycle, and for a small minority of readers there will likely already be a day-to-
day need to ensure ecommerce orders are received and shipped.

7.1. Core responsibilities

Notwithstanding major development or improvement projects, the ‘business as usual’ role of an
ecommerce team can be broken down into several core responsibilities, which are outlined in the
following pages. Thereafter, this chapter presents a set of potential projects that ecommerce
managers could choose to work on with the aim of improving overall performance.

Keep profitable, and avoid the trend of focusing on turnover growth only

“It’s easy to be like a kid in a sweet shop, adding in features, plugins, engaging with third-party SaaS providers
that all require a certain degree of compatibility, management time and costs.

“Too many businesses are rushing to pull in more staff and create the perfect team before the right level of
organic growth. It’s rarely the case of ‘if you build it they will come” and you often need to sweat with what you’ve

got, and start adding staff when it will truly add value. Don’t forget the management time every new staff
member will need to get up to speed before they create more value than they cost.”

Steve Mills, Director, Green Snow Online Fulfilment

7.1.1. Setting goals

We have no fewer issues than Amazon!

“Focus and prioritisation and efficiency of process are absolutely key. We can’t do 20 different things. We have
an idea of where we want to do and what we want to improve. But the biggest question is: What are the next two
to three things we need to focus on to achieve results?”

David Kohn, Customer & Ecommerce Director, Heal’s

Setting effective goals is all about aligning ecommerce KPIs to business strategy, driven by the
vision, in such a way that is relevant to the delivery of the business plan.

This might sound like common sense: sell more, make more money and satisfy shareholders. But
organisations and teams can quickly get lost in the day to day of operational fulfilment, or
delivery of software projects, and it helps to be able to communicate assumptions clearly so better
decisions can be made about what to focus on as a given time.

Impact Mapping?4 is a strategic planning technique that prevents organisations from getting lost
while building products and delivering projects, by clearly communicating assumptions, helping
teams align their activities with overall business objectives and make better roadmap decisions.

Software is particularly prone to so called ‘mission creep’ — a gradual shift in objectives leading to
waste, which is caused by gaps in communication. For ecommerce managers directly overseeing
software projects, vision boards can help describe and validate product strategy to help
communicate with business sponsors and delivery teams. Example tools such as Roman Pilcher’s

24 https: //www.impactmapping.org
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Vision Board25 can also help motivate development teams with the knowledge they are building
something of value.

Aside from vision setting and product specification, typical commercial ‘business as usual’ can
include:

Winning customers from competitors
Increasing the average order value

Creating uplift in sales for particular products
Cross-promoting items or selling add-on items

Increasing share of category spend

Within the parameters of ecommerce as defined, contributing to these goals requires a mixture of
monitoring, data-led experimentation and inspiration.

Winning customers from competitors requires careful monitoring of competitor
activity — whether pricing, levels of promotional activity or new features. Depending on the
overall commercial strategy of the business, the ecommerce team may need to be quick to
respond to price variations, or to deploy marketing tactics at short notice.

In periods of intense competition, a ‘war room’ approach may be required, where commercial,
marketing, ecommerce and operational stakeholders can gather and discuss tactics on a daily
basis. In the background to all this it is the ecommerce manager’s job to ensure system
preparedness for any unexpected events such as unexpectedly high traffic volumes.

Increasing the average total order value invites strategies that require a mixture of
marketing communications and ecommerce tactics. At the sharper end, tactics may include
delivery discounts, product discounts, bulk or bundle deals, cash back, and loyalty
bonuses. But at the more strategic end of the spectrum, customers may need to be informed
about the breadth of the available offering, a task ecommerce teams can support marketing
communications campaigns with by offering personalised product recommendations for
cross-promotion.

When it comes to driving uplift for particular products, ecommerce managers need to
consider where the most appropriate placements are within the site’s user flows to position
promotion and merchandising content. Consideration should be given to the appropriate
prominence — as well as style and functionality — of promotional assets on the home page, in
search results pages, on category pages and on product pages themselves for cross-promotion.

It may also fall to ecommerce managers to liaise with manufacturers who are keen on
collaborating on promotions. Timing, performance monitoring, commercial fulfilment and stock
management are all important considerations here.

Finally, beyond simply aiming to increase basket size, aiming at increasing share of category
spend is a laudable goal. Building brand preference is typically a marketer’s contribution to this,
but the overall pleasure (or otherwise) of the online customer experience is a big factor in driving
preference.

‘Sticky’ features like pre-saved payment details and frequently bought items lists can help
prevent customers from buying items in the same category from elsewhere, but the ultimate lock-
in of category spend can be achieved with either subscriptions (section 6.7.4) or “delivery passes”,
in which customers pay a fixed fee for unlimited free delivery.

http://www.romanpichler.com/tools/vision-board,
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7.1.2.

On delivery in particular, specialist retailers face a mounting challenge from mega retailers who
have been able to extend the benefits of these lock-in tactics across a seemingly never-ending
range of categories, and serious consideration should be given to the potential need to remove
separate delivery charges simply for the chance to compete.

Every one of these tactics can be tested, but the sharper ones will require a mixture of long-term
impact assessment (both on customer lifetime value and brand perception/customer experience)
alongside pure commercial uplift.

Performance monitoring

Once you have set your KPIs you need to work out the data required to measure them. This
should include all functions across the whole of the ecommerce journey, including order
management and fulfilment.

Constantly monitoring key performance indicators is a vital function of the ecommerce team.
With myriad data sources to consider, it’s unlikely a team will be able to rely on just one analytics
product. Different platforms will have different strengths and be subject to different issues. The
underlying sales and order performance data, for example, should always come from the order
management system rather than a third-party web analytics platform where all sorts of
interruptions could cause incomplete data.

High level trading KPIs answer the basic question of whether the ecommerce team is
performing, meeting targets and providing the business value that it’s there to deliver. Daily
monitoring against KPIs, and looking at daily as well as week-on-week data is the norm.

More nitty-gritty performance monitoring involves detailed journey analysis — what’s
changed week on week, to what extent have changes to the site affected overall funnel
performance, etc. As a routine health check, all core journeys should be inspected to ensure they
are all performing as they should be. The frequency of running through campaign performance
with marketing teams will depend on whether the business is trading normally or in a critical
period (it may form part of the ‘war room’ routine in the extreme case of the latter). The central
question here is whether the proposition or campaign that has been put out on the site has
worked as expected.

Real time performance has increased in prominence in the past couple of years. Many
ecommerce teams run big status screens reporting on the core site journey so anyone in the team
can watch make sure people are going through the funnel as they should be. The minute
something happens, such as a payment service provider going down, the team are alerted to it
even before it’s reported. But this dashboard approach could also be used to monitor core
customer journeys and carry out user experience improvements.

Google Analytics has started to roll out real-time event logging options, and specialist platforms
can be plugged in to offer dedicated services.

Some of the most valuable performance data may come from third parties or other areas of the
business, such as product return rates, so don’t just look at the customer behaviour on the website
as reported by web analytics.

Accurate performance data is probably the single most important responsibility of an ecommerce
manager. Without it, you can’t tell if you’re going to meet targets, or whether what you’re doing is
going to improve your position.

Ecommerce teams are often held to task over accuracy of reporting, which does require an

element of self-discipline. The ideal scenario would be to have a team member dedicated to data
and analytics (section 5.2). Delving through the different data sources can be a full-time job, and
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having a dedicated resource means questions can be fed in from anyone in the team. It also means
data interrogation can be done in a robust and systematic way, by asking the right questions,
performing the right operations on data sources, identifying compromised data and upholding the
principles of statistical validity.

The dangerous alternative is that data and analytics are passive and user operated: it’s very easy
to log into a system, particularly one that renders key data visually, and to only see what you want
to see.

Data accuracy alone is insufficient for driving change: there must also be insight, and action.
Ecommerce managers must have a plan for how results are reviewed and shared with the
business, and how agreed actions are going to be enacted. There’s no point producing a massive
weekly reporting pack if you then don’t know either what good looks like or what to do if it looks
like you're on track to miss targets.

7.1.3. Overseeing the programme plan

Depending on the organisation of your ecommerce team, and the chosen methodology of your
developers, you may or may not be the ‘scrum master’ directly overseeing the development of
code. Section 5.5 explored why long-term features road maps can lead to delays and inertia, so an
ecommerce manager overseeing the day-to-day development of code has a responsibility to
uphold the principles of the chosen development methodology and ensure planned work is
carried out, meets specifications and conforms to organisational quality requirements. Good
lessons can be borrowed from Agile Product Owners.26

Beyond or notwithstanding this oversight, running the overarching programme plan requires
ecommerce managers to be clear about what each change will deliver and which goal it supports
(back to impact mapping). Ecommerce managers need to keep a handle on the impact of changes,
new features and other investments, beyond the management of the development of code.

Having consulted with developer teams on size and feasibility, aim to deliver what has the most
business value first. Even if the day-to-day development follows a strict agile methodology, you
can still think about the overall plan in terms of key releases or milestones.

As well as being part of the team that specifies a particular change, you will need to ensure
sufficient means are in place to measure the impact of the change and then potentially rejig or
reprioritise the longer term plan as a result.

I split my own roadmaps into the concept of releases, although we deploy all the

time

“I work with key stakeholders to agree my key themes (things that align to the business strategy — that might be
adding new suppliers, improving UX ‘hygiene’ and supporting international sales) and then I try to deliver a
couple of changes for each theme within each release.

“Releases are time-boxed and if we don’t finish (or look like we won’t finish), then we review business value
(including risk) to see if it is still the same and adjust. I tend to have four sprints in a release so at the end of each
sprint there is a chance to change; I then update the roadmap accordingly.

“This constant review and adjustment with core stakeholders is the key, and it always comes back to business
value. Don’t be afraid to change plans, but understand the cost that may be associated with doing so. Ensure
clear communication — all members of the business should be able to see and understand this as it needs buy in
from those who sign the cheques off to those writing code.”

Isabel Mack, Chief Product Owner (eCommerce), Iglu

http: //www.romanpichler.com/blog/10-tips-creating-aqgile-product-roadmap,
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Similarly: part of the job is carrying out research as to the best areas for consideration, and
choosing the extent to which detailed feasibility and impact assessment is required vs. an element
of gut instinct. Ecommerce teams that operate in a sector where there are certain highly advanced
competitors may simply say that a business case does not need researching, and that the choice to
invest in a particular project or feature is simply down to the fact the market leader has deployed
it permanently, indicating that it is either effective, or commonplace (or both).

7.1.4. Managing risk

Alot of the ability to research and prioritise the contents of a programme plan, and adapt as it
runs, depends on the relationship between ecommerce managers and technology delivery teams.
Being able to make changes or change plans quickly is important, but depends on having a
platform that allows them to make continuous changes. Not having the ability to carry out
continuous deployment is a big disadvantage — a routine that involves only five releases a year
will see the most valuable opportunities (not to mention experiments) pass by between release
dates.

In busy ecommerce environments, the potential for site changes to cause outage is a big risk with
significant commercial consequences. Basic IT best practices will help, such as running separate
development and production environments, running regular off-site backups and using
load balancers in case a new feature works but places unexpected demands on servers. But load
balancers are only good if they are maintained, and the same goes for firewalls: general “sys
admin” functions cannot be overlooked for long without something big going wrong.

Risk analysis also extends to road map considerations: as well as service interruption risks, there
will always be a risk to not carrying out a particular improvement. Risk reduction tactics include
developing quick, quite crude prototypes to prove a concept, even if purely internally, to sell the
value of the undertaking.

More traditional publicly-releasable prototypes could qualify the value of a project prior to its full
deployment, especially if it can be offered to a small sample of site visitors. More about testing
and prototyping can be found in Econsultancy’s Innovation Best Practice Guide.27

A bit of a rescue job was top of the list at first

“I inherited a situation where the business had both re-platformed and moved ERP system in the previous nine
months. It was really a bit of a rescue job in the first few months. Our main priorities were driving traffic, which
suffered with the website re-platform, and trying to increase conversion, which also suffered due to some site
design and performance issues.

“Now that we've stabilised the site and driven some solid growth, we need to work out how to keep that growth
going, so that the online business can grow at a rate commensurate with the overall ambition of the business.

“Our main focus is now on user experience. We turn over an eight-figure sum online — which is not insignificant,
but traffic and transaction volumes are not massive, so getting meaningful results from A/B testing is hard. As a

result, we tend to rely on research plus our own experience and partners’ skills to drive user experience
improvements.”

David Kohn, Customer & Ecommerce Director, Heal’s

https://econsultancy.com/reports/innovation-2017-best-practice-quide/
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7.1.5. Hygiene

Not everything that can go wrong can be reported on a real-time dashboard.

Even in a pure ecommerce business there are a lot of moving parts, and you've got to be aligned
on what’s happening every day across the business.

Some of the important factors in ecommerce performance will need a checking process that could
include:

® Checking the performance of third party APIs on which the business relies — are they all
performing?

©® Reviewing the status of each technology component — are they all working? Were there
any overnight logged errors?

© Ensuring inbound referral sources — any or all of them — are working. Are sales coming
from all known sources?

® Checking whether this week’s promotional campaigns (email, PPC) are delivering a
consistent message across the customer journey. For example: are all messages in active PPC
campaigns being reinforced on the landing pages the ads are pointing to?

® Seeing if there are any operational load issues on the horizon — can anything be done to
reduce risk (for example: staggering email sends)?

© Ensuring that load speed targets are being met across all aspects of the site.

7.1.6. Researching and reporting

Ecommerce managers who are active in their field will likely have a clearer view on emerging
trends than others in the business. Acting on this insight involves keeping an open mind about
how general digital trends could have an impact on ecommerce, for example: data privacy
concerns, voice commands and visual search/selection.

An element of this will involve briefing marketing colleagues on the latest developments in
ecommerce including research into customer behaviour, both from the organisation’s own
ecommerce site and based on general industry reports. But research into the landscape of the
sector is important even within regular performance reporting: based on what’s going on in the
marketplace, and in the business, are you seeing what you would expect to see?

Further reading

Digital leadership: why change management is key to ecommerce success

https://econsultancy.com/blog/69001-digital-leadership-why-change-management-is-ke
success
7.2. Optimisation projects

If your ecommerece site is working well and achieving targets, then it may be time to undertake an
optimisation project, which can be thought of as going out and looking for trouble. It normally
starts with funnel analysis to see where in the core journey things could be improved, starting at
the end and working backwards. The usual headline suspects are likely to be payment detail entry
pages, abandoned baskets and popular site exit points.

A typical dilemma in ecommerce is between whether to focus on increasing traffic (on the basis
that if you ‘throw more at the funnel people will sort themselves out into customers’) vs.
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optimising first. The missing question in this debate asks what sort of customers the business is
trying to optimise for. Different tactics will have varying effects on different types of customers
and you can’t be all things to all people. So: short of engineering radically different flows based on
traffic source (which is an option), optimising for growth is best done with a primary target
segment or cohort in mind.

7.2.1. Conversion rate optimisation

Once you've defined your target segment, optimising conversion between steps in any journey is a
strong candidate for daily attention.

Before reaching for the whiteboard to re-engineer designs, the recommended steps to take after a
conversion optimisation opportunity is identified are as follows:

1. Make sure the analytics team has the right tagging in place so that the picture being painted is
accurate. The drop off that you're seeing could be caused by broken page tags, or UTM
parameters not being passed properly for certain sources.

2. Check whether a specific platform, device, etc. is responsible for a disproportionate amount of
errors. It could be a rendering or compatibility issue that simply needs fixing, which may be as
simple as the call to action button not being visible on an iPad.

3. Get a quality assurance or test team to make sure they’re confident the core technology is
working in as many scenarios as they can think of.

If all three come back negative, then get a UX team to take a look. They should start by talking to
customers, doing some sort of survey, or carrying out ad hoc data analysis. Contacting people who
have been in touch via customer services about issues at a similar stage of the journey might be a
good place to start, even if at the time they were unable to provide a sufficient description of the
problem.

I’ve recently created a position of ‘UX consultant’

“The person who does it used to be in telesales because he frequently got calls from customers really struggling
with different aspects of the site, looking for information, and in a situation where we don’t have much research
budget, getting that hands-on customer feedback is fantastic. I created that position specifically to identify areas
for improvement.

“We also have the luxury of being next door to the shop so we can talk to staff members which is very valuable,
because they’re on the website a lot, and they talk to customers.”

David Kohn, Customer & Ecommerce Director, Heal’s

If you decide experimenting with a different layout is the way to go, then some sort of A/B testing
should be used to test your hypothesis.

A/B testing sounds simple but it can be badly executed. The most common faults are either not

having sufficient sample sizes to make meaningful (or accurate) conclusions, or running over-
ambitious multivariate (MVT) tests that can lead to conflicting results about certain elements.
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I was one of the early adopters to A/B and MVT ecommerce testing

“People need to start engaging common sense, and use data-heavy analytics alongside qualitative measures such
as lab or remote UX testing.

“I've heard too many people say they will have an MVT-only approach to ecommerce development. This is
dangerous because there are limits to MVT. Once you start segmenting your tests, you can quite quickly find that
version A works for new customers, whilst version B works better for returning. Do you start segmenting content
on the fly (resource cost + possible dependence on third-party tools) or pick what’s more important out of new
vs. returning customers? Then how does it work for someone in Spain vs. the UK? Or someone buying a low-
value consumable versus a high-value highly considered purchase?”

Steve Mills, Director, Green Snow Online Fulfilment

All the activities here should drive out actions: either changes to be made to content, pricing, user
interface design, or technical changes like new or tweaked functionality.

Further reading

How A/B tests improved add-to-basket levels by almost 30%: Case study
https://econsultancy.com/blog/67235-how-a-b-tests-improved-add-to-basket-levels-by-almost-30-case-study

Ask the experts: Conversion rate optimisation trends, challenges & strategy
https://econsultancy.com/blog/6 -ask-the-experts-conversion-rate-optimisation-trends-challenges-strate

Five predictions for conversion rate optimisation (CRO) in 2017
https://econsultancy.com/blog/68648-five-predictions-for-conversion-rate-optimisation-cro-in-201

Conversion Rate Optimization Report 2017
https://econsultancy.com/reports/conversion-rate-optimization-report

7.2.2. Checkout abandonment reduction

Checkout abandonment is traditionally perceived as a major inefficiency for ecommerce
businesses. But there’s a counter argument that asks: what’s the actual cost that causes the
perceived inefficiency?

Numerous studies have attempted to analyse the reasons people do online that which is only
rarely done in the real world: abandon their carefully selected items at the checkout.

It’s important to distinguish between basket abandonment (people placing items into their
baskets and then leaving) and checkout abandonment (people leaving during the payment or
registration process). But unlike in real world stores, neither basket abandonment nor checkout
abandonment actually costs anything to online retailers, and this behaviour could serve as a
useful source of data for businesses.

The key question to ask is: What are people doing next? And what tests and techniques could you
design to improve overall performance by learning from this behaviour?

If visitors are abandoning their goods at the checkout, never to return, then simply running with

whatever changes make the difference to conversion might be the best way to achieve
performance improvements.
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But if customers are using the ability to select, specify and see the final price as part of their
research behaviour, then tactics like checkout isolation (removing all other navigation options
from the checkout page) could reduce overall performance if the experience makes people feel like
they’re being pushed prematurely towards a purchase.

As discussed in section 7.2.1, it’s quite possible that payment processor issues are to blame for a
significant proportion of abandonment, so be sure to check through the same steps before
reaching for the whiteboard and starting to draw isolated checkout wireframes.

In studies, “using the shopping cart to research” ranks consistently in the top three reasons
visitors give for abandoning the checkout. Even within this account, ecommerce managers should
be asking whether customers are returning to the site after their research, or buying offline having
never intended to complete a purchase via the site.

These possibilities suggest different optimisations: in the case of the customer coming back later,
a carefully planned automated email campaign could be used to remind customers of the basket
they put together. Such a campaign could have the goal of bringing customers back to the site to
complete a purchase at a later date.

The “intend to buy in the real world” reason could, however, be serviced by offering an incentive
such as a mobile voucher to complete the purchase in the same retailer’s store.

The true art of reducing the wrong kind of shopping cart abandonment lies in following some
common sense principles, and then using surveying and analysis to optimise around these
principles rather than around raw conversion.

Principles for avoiding checkout abandonment

Limit distraction without removing the ability to go back as well as forwards (section 6.6).

Ensure trust at the crucial points, using hallmarks (section 6.6.3) or user endorsements
(section 3.2.4).

Summarise the customer’s choices so they can see what they’re buying and how much it’s
going to cost, consistently throughout the journey without adding extras.

Show state using a progress bar or other visual indicator like an accordion design (section
6.6.1). Show people how far through the process they are and what happens next (although in
some cases the opposite could work best — see section 6.7.4). This is more important the more
complex your specification and checkout process is.

Communicate delivery options upfront so people don’t need to go halfway through the
checkout process and quit in frustration if you're not providing them with the service they
want.

Make the steps conform to some sort of standardisation like Basket, Login, Delivery, Billing,
Completion — even if your process is unavoidably more complex.

Ensure the checkout process is simple, fast and intuitive.

Offer help in case customers are abandoning purchases because they have unanswered
questions (section 3.2.9).

Check error logs and avoid data entry methods like “post” (a method by which web servers
can accept data) that can throw up warnings that put off non-expert users.

Consider offering alternative steps like “remind me to come back to this in a week”, “let me
buy this in store” or “save basket contents to a wish list”.
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Some of these principles might seem quite values-driven — and there are alternative approaches
to conversion rate optimisation that use all sorts of tactics to increase conversion and spend that
may not be entirely transparent.

So-called ‘dark patterns’ are explored on https://darkpatterns.org/ in an attempt to raise
awareness of the practice used by some sites in which a customer signs up to a service they didn’t
mean to. Bear in mind that using these sorts of tactics could breach consumer law as well as cause
reputational damage.

Frequency is another consideration: if you want a customer to shop with you every few weeks,
then any obfuscating tactics are going to grate.

Testing checkout abandonment

Providers like Hotjar help businesses identify usability issues on their sites by showing them
recordings of real visitors’ journeys. By tracking clicks, taps, cursor movements and typed content
on the page, such systems provide video representation of your visitors’ interactions with your
site. Not only this, but they can also trigger requests for feedback on their experiences. These tools
can help you spot what’s going wrong much more quickly than data analysis alone.

Figure 79: Hotjar lets you monitor visitors’ clicks, taps and mouse movements so
you can identify usability issues
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Remember to calibrate any experimentation or testing carefully based on traffic volumes —
consider how much data you need and how ‘genuine’ some visitors might be. Focusing on too
small a group could result in accidentally optimising around competitors or site scrapers (or best
practice report writers). High traffic volumes let you run tests quickly and still have a good sample
size. But as booking a holiday has nowhere near the same volumes, tests for these businesses will
need to run for much longer.

The key lies in understanding how many times people visit you before they make a purchase. Look
at conversation rates by cohort, comparing first time and repeat customers at the very least.
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You need to understand people’s purchase behaviour before you can work out whether
abandonment is good or bad. If people are buying after five visits on average then don’t worry
about trying to optimise away abandonment in the first four visits or you might end up with fewer
sales. When testing checkout abandonment tactics, be sure to compare regularly to benchmarks.

Further reading

13 examples of dark patterns in ecommerce checkouts

atterns-in-ecommerce-checkouts

Ethical CRO: The end of dark patterns
https://econsultancy.com/blog/68887-ethical-cro-the-end-of-dark-patterns

7.2.3.

Search tuning

As we explored in section 6.2.3, whilst there is a science behind all site search algorithms, any
resource you can muster is going to be pitted against the might of Google.

But your search algorithm has something that Google doesn’t have: the huge benefit of reliable
input data. Every product has attributes and description elements whose accuracy is assured, as
long as the data is inputted accurately.

The science of search tuning is all about tweaking the impact or ‘weighting’ of different factors in
determining the order of results on the search results page. Analysing what people are actually
searching for and what they see can yield more than empty hypothesising or data-free analysis.

A key consideration is keywords. It’s important to think about where on the product page the
most likely keywords are to be found, and to ensure the search algorithm is treating keywords in
those places with greater weight than elsewhere in the product details. Ranking is required to
differentiate keywords in the product name, short description, long description and elsewhere.

Other signals will need to be chosen in order to rank the results. For example: if two pages are
equally matched for keywords, what additional variable will determine their placement? Sales
volumes over the past 30 days, perhaps? Negative signals like low stock might also be necessary to
suppress certain results.

Your search algorithm also needs to consider the difference between direct matches of
keywords, and attributed values such as colours (that may not appear high up in the product
description but may need to be used to narrow the search results). Furthermore, it should be
primed with a list of common synonyms that can be treated as if they were searched-for terms, as
well as to display suggested search terms if this feature is to be offered.

Search tuning itself is underattended in many ecommerce teams because it can be fiddly. But after
having defined your algorithm’s parameters and implemented a naming and tagging convention
to ensure product pages are indexed by site search and returned as results, search tuning is what
will make the big difference to actual customer satisfaction.

Most search algorithms use Boolean operators to connect and define the relationship between
search terms. The three operators are AND, OR and NOT: AND narrows the search: all the
keywords will be present in the retrieved records; OR broadens the search by connecting two or
more keywords or synonyms and NOT excludes any records that contain a particular keyword.

Advanced search users sometime use these operators explicitly in the search string (e.g. typing
“blue AND shirts”) but most ecommerce site visitors will simply type in keywords. A key element,
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7.2.4.

therefore, of search tuning is observing actual search strings and building rules that can be used
by the search algorithm in place of explicit operators.

For example, after observing that searches for a seasonal keyword such as “winter” often comes
before or after “coats”, the algorithm should treat such searches as though the AND operator were
being used. Alternatively, if you identify lots of searches for winter coats that result in very few
results (because not all coats may actually be tagged “winter”) then the search engine needs to
know that “winter coats” actually means “coats NOT summer NOT spring NOT autumn”.

Refining synonym lists

A site search engine may already be set up with common synonyms and misspellings, but unusual
product names have their own misspelling potential, and current trends may call for new
vocabulary to be added to the synonym list. Using analytics data of search queries will let you see
exactly what people are typing in, letting you determine what synonyms to set up. Don’t forget
phonetic synonyms that may result from speech-based text entry.

Adjusting the weighting of the algorithm

Reviewing the products that are most often clicked through from the search results page
alongside the search terms used can tell you which products meet the needs of the user, allowing
you to optimise your site search by ranking those products higher for the same search phrase in
the future. This analysis could also improve suggested or auto-complete search features.

Alternatives

Even if you don’t stock an item, such as a product by a particular brand, then providing
alternative results is surely better than “no results found”.

‘Alternatives’ lists can be created to function in the same way as synonyms, but be sure to signpost
the results page clearly rather than frustrate users by implying you’ve found what they were
looking for.

Poor, low or zero results searches

Zero results pages can be a valuable source of information for ecommerce managers, not just for
fixing issues, but also for discovering products customers are interested in buying.

Poor results pages can include too many or too few options. Try looking at a report of all the

search results pages that didn’t result in any filters or clicks being applied, or where fewer than
five or more than 50 results were returned.

Make search tuning a routine

Alot of site tuning is down to routine. Along with the activities already listed, the following
inspections should be given regular attention:

Top 100 search phrases — see what results are actually returned from the site search.
20 recent “zero results” pages — see whether new alternatives can be created.
Overall click rank - is the majority of clicks from the search results page coming from the top

listed items? If not, where are people clicking instead? Asking these questions can help you tune
the weightings of different signals in the search algorithm to return more relevant results.
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7.2.5.

Site exits from search results pages — these reveal some of the worst performing parts of
your site, but you don’t have direct editorial control over them. Instead of only optimising the
checkout process, try investing time in this area where you’re more likely to lose customers, and
ensure they are seeing what they should (are there products, for example, that don’t appear in
search results but are relevant?).

You could also consider why people came to the site to look for something that clearly isn’t part of
the range — are there ambiguous or misleading messages going out in customer acquisition
campaigns?

Non-product search terms — these can help you identify other content people are looking for.
If browsers are regularly seeking buyers’ guides as opposed to products, then perhaps increasing
the weight of these terms in the algorithm, and even displaying content results differently to
product results, could help. Non-product search terms could also reveal content opportunities
waiting to be filled.

Produce regular overall search performance reports — for example: percentage of search
vs. browse for initial engagement, conversion from search results to product page click and
conversion from keyword search to purchase.

Wider learning from search data

The keywords that customers type into your site search are a source of data that can be used to
learn more about your customer behaviour.

Analysing the language people are using to describe products — beyond building synonym lists —
can help adjust the language the business uses to refer to products and services and make it more
in tune with customers.

The search behaviour of existing customers is a good indication of intent, and further examples of
products that have been searched for, if the search doesn’t result in a purchase, could be
remarketed to customers both on the site and later via email. Understanding the level of usage of
site search among different customer segments can help you prioritise different site features too.

The way people search for products on your site is also an indication of the words they might use
when they search on other search engines, and site search data can be used to improve search
advertising and SEO. Likewise, analysis of the most valuable keywords (the site searches that lead
to the highest sales) can help paid advertising teams focus their keyword bidding.

Further reading

Developing ongoing search tuning processes
http:

www.flax.co.uk/blog/2016/04/13/developing-ongoing-search-tuning-processes

Other optimisations: 10 Ways to Increase Average Order Value
https://www.oberlo.com/blog/increase-average-order-value
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Conclusion: opportunities for
transformative innovation

One can’t help but notice that there hasn’t been much transformative change in ecommerce
despite its fairly established life. Businesses are still assessing the merits or otherwise of
maintaining direct channels vs. selling through marketplaces: weighing up the pros and cons as if
they were thinking about concessions in department stores vs. opening their own outlets on the
high street.

Transformative sector change has been seen in travel and media, but we're yet to see wide-scale
changes across the piece, the likes of which cause severe disintermediation in and disruption to
established industries.

The reasons for this are fairly straightforward:

Shopping has (almost) always existed, and shopping online still has many similarities to its real-
world equivalent, mainly due to physical restrictions around the movement of goods. Being able
to order from home, and receive goods by post, has a provenance dating back to the early use of
the telephone. So it’s little wonder the revolution in ecommerce has been more gradual than, say,
the sudden arrival of something more novel like real-time, global conversation (social media).

Ecommerce has also suffered from inertia: sticking to certain behavioural rules in order to seem
familiar and secure enough for people to feel comfortable — especially around payment security —
and allow them to compare features and benefits of products and vendors.

Selling online isn’t only the preserve of the big. With the right product and a bit of discovery,
anyone can sell anything on the web. But most innovations in these circumstances still seem to be
broadly iterative or augmentative — buying more types of stuff from a particular retailer, or
buying more easily and quickly — rather than transformative. It’s one of the reasons the
techniques in this guide are so numerous: smart people have had decades to perfect the art of site
navigation, product pages and checkout processes.

In the material world, physical restrictions have kept the process of merchandising and buying
relatively staid. But in the digital world, where supposedly few of these restrictions apply, there
are equally solid factors preventing change. Payment online, for example, is mainly restricted to
credit and debit cards. While small innovative brick-and-mortar retailers are able to participate in
local enterprise trading schemes, run customer ‘tabs’ and set up standing orders, ecommerce
retailers are stuck in a world where every transaction involves a purchase, a parcel and a 28-day
returns policy.

Some of this standardisation has been fantastic for customers. But it is a problem for retailers: we
may be optimising our websites to the point of near-seamlessness, but from a competitive
advantage point of view, we’re optimising to zero. The natural conclusions of this are
commercially problematic: projecting forwards to where either the gig economy or Amazon
becomes the gold standard of parcel delivery and almost all of the original ‘forces’ of marketing
will have been eroded: price being so transparent as to converge on the lowest workable margin at
scale, positioning being more about brutal search than merchandising, and place being removed
completely as a factor.

In this future, it could be manufacturers, not retailers, whose creativity and innovation earns
them competitive advantage. Retailers, as we currently know them, may not even have a role, the
storage and moving of the boxes having been taken over by general logistics and infrastructure
companies. Then true transformation will have arrived — the Uber for retail — and all that’s
missing could be a few years of cultural normalisation.
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Some of these things are starting to change, but interestingly, they’re changing as much in the real
world as they are online: stores like Nespresso that only feature one product; “concept” outlets
like Tesla that are more like an exhibition than a store, designed to invite customers into their
brave new worlds; and temporary pop-up shops that ignite excitement through scarcity.

While mega marketplaces like Amazon extend the no-brainer benefits of selling through large
aggregators, single-product vendors — like Tile, the Bluetooth key finder fob — are building their
own momentum (often helped by crowd sourced finance) leading to direct sales channels.

Perhaps all that can be deduced from this is that people like trying new things. But the change
that’s teetering on the horizon could be big, and it could happen fast: even if they don’t instigate
it, big business will capitalise on innovation quickly once trends start to emerge (think artisan
coffee, locally produced food, craft beer).

Doing this effectively requires us to park all our ideas about the role of ecommerce, and question
whether our customers even need to operate via an ecommerce site, as we conceive of it today.
Sure, it works for us in that we can process orders, take payment, and get people to specify exactly
what they want and when they want it. But perhaps part of the role of modern ecommerce is to do
more of that work for our customers — and stop being a ‘gate’ in their enjoyment of a smooth,
seamless life.

Retailers have the potential to incorporate this change into their businesses, but it will likely
involve reframing the role of retail rather than iterating and optimising it. And reframing means
standing back and thinking not “how can we make our ecommerce site better”, but “does our
ecommerce site even have a role in the ideal journey our customers could make and if so, what is
it?”.

Only by really scrutinising concepts like convenience, customer loyalty and value, can new models
and opportunities emerge. For example:

The pay as you drive, crowd-sourced insurance company that charges based on actual driving
data.

The home food delivery service that delivers containers of fresh sauce to people’s doorsteps,
ready for them to heat up and enjoy with their chosen home-cooked protein and
carbohydrate.

Or the shopping assistants that analyse every household transaction in a given month and
recommend different buying and lifestyle choices to optimise around goals like cost reduction,
health and wellbeing or environmental consciousness.

Possibilities range from the eerily familiar (remember the milk man?) to the far-fetched (3D
printed everyday objects). But the retailer that can lead the change and bring its established
customer base with its will truly begin to conquer the future. And although these innovations may
not involve product pages, checkouts or card processing, it will be down to ecommerce teams to
work out how to “make it work”.

Meanwhile, there is plenty of work to be done making the way things work today, work better.

The fact that the design abortion of 3D Secure and Verified by Visa still exists is testimony to how
far ecommerce best practice has still to come.

Ecommerce Best Practice Guide Page 119

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any information storage
and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher. Copyright © Econsultancy.com Ltd 2017



Further reading

How machine learning can set fashion ecommerece strategy & product assortment
https://econsultancy.com/blog/69431-how-machine-learning-can-set-fashion-ecommerce-strategy-product-

assortment

An introduction to AI-powered ecommerce merchandising

The seven stages of smart ecommerce marketing
https://econsultancy.com/blog/69488-the-seven-stages-of-smart-ecommerce-marketin

The future of retail: Is your business prepared?
https://www.econsultancy.com/blog/68913-the-future-of-retail-is-your-business-prepared
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