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I was recently speaking with a prospective client who runs a growing retail operation
looking to expand its e-commerce strategy. She was a savvy business head who tried to
stay current with marketing trends — let's call her Brenda for the sake of this article.

Brenda wanted to know how to build up her e-commerce strategy. In particular, she was
interested in making her website mobile responsive because she knew it was an emerging
Web design best practice given the rapid rise of mobile e-commerce during the past few



years.

Brenda had spoken with several design agencies and was curious about what we'd do
differently. She had a good sense of the market but wanted someone who could be a
strategic partner as much, if not more so, than a tactical partner.

Brenda asked, "Can you tell me how you would design my website to be responsive? What
would you do with navigation? What would you do with product images and product
information? How would you organize things?"

I explained, "These were great questions and all important elements to designing a
successful mobile responsive website, but I'd like to be frank, you're already grounding the
project in the nitty-gritty."

I could tell she was mildly taken aback, so I immediately followed, "You told me that you're
looking for someone to help you think strategically first, and I think I have a great way for us
to shift our thinking."

"Tell me about some of your own most recent retail commerce experiences, online and
offline. Where were you when you were trying to make purchases and what were you
thinking?"

She replied, "Well, being a small business owner, I'm almost always rushing from one thing
to the next and barely have time to squeeze in shopping. I try to take advantage of sales
and promotions but I often find myself missing out or forgetting about offers."

"And how did these retailers' websites play a role in your shopping experience?" I asked.

"When I remember, I'll try and pull up my phone while I’m in the store to see if there are any
promotions,” Brenda said. “I might occasionally buy something on the road but half the
time when I purchase a products I actually continue getting the same promotions or
marketing materials, which eventually puts me in the habit of ignoring the vendor entirely."

"You know what's interesting, Brenda? You didn't once mention how these vendors
organized their navigation or laid out product information."



Pausing, she replied, "What does that matter?"

"What you described were the situations and emotions you encountered while shopping.
You based your stories around the context of your commerce experience, not the content.
Please understand that how you organize your navigation and product information is
important when thinking about making your website mobile responsive, but these things
constitute the content of your customers commerce experience, not the context for why or
how they actually make purchases.”

Most e-commerce retailers spend most of their energy on content strategies when it comes
to “thinking mobile” and miss the opportunity to address context strategies. Consumers are
swayed much more by the situations, environments and emotional states they're in when it
comes to making a purchase than by the structure/order of your website. Of course a
website that is difficult to navigate will have a lower conversion rate, but it's because of the
frustration that builds inside your customers as a reaction to a poorly designed site.

"Brenda, I'd like to challenge you with a few contexts that we could explore when thinking
about your e-commerce strategy and share some things I've observed and technologies in
the marketplace."

Three major contexts deserve special attention when crafting an e-commerce strategy:

Integrating the Offline Retail Experience with Online E-

commerce Purchases

One of our clients, Johnny Cupcakes, recently implemented a new POS system that ties in
directly with its e-commerce platform. It can now sync customer data and purchase
reporting between offline and online efforts seamless. Now when customers enter the store
and speak with a sales rep or approach the checkout counter, the retailer can tap into their
profile, including online order history, for a better understanding of the customer. This
allows them to take advantage of the context of past online abandoned orders to see if
there might be products the customer thought about purchasing, which could then be
offered in store at that moment.

Introducing Location-Aware Technology to Provide Relevant
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Real-Time Information

Brenda noted in our conversation the issue of forgetting she had been previously offered a
promotion, which she failed to take advantage of. What if, based on her physical location in
a retail store, she could be reminded of that promotion in real time? The company,
Gimbal's, has built a location-aware SDK that can be used by developers and marketers to
build physical, trigger-based events, including sending a reminder of a promotion that
Brenda might have previously received in her inbox. In this situation, the retailer can take
advantage of her physical context to drive sales.

Bridging Referrals Offline and Online

Commerce is often conducted in a social environment (e.g., an evening out with friends) or
the subject of social encounters (e.g., sharing an exciting purchase with friends). It is
naturally driven by word-of-mouth referrals offline and online through social media. Many
retailers are trying to bridge the offline/online gap with solutions such as Curebits, which
provides a technology called "Retail Referrals." Retail Referrals offers customers the
opportunity to “share” their purchases with friends, via email or social media, while in the
store and instantly be rewarded with store credits or promotions if a referee makes the
purchase. This takes advantage of a social context around shopping, while marrying the
retailer’s brick-and-mortar/e-commerce efforts.

We often find that clients, including e-commerce retailers, get caught up in their content
strategy to the detriment of context strategy. Designers will do better by helping clients
better understand how their customers (the end consumers) will experience commerce in
different contexts.
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Recently, while teaching an evening class on “Setting up a Website for a Small Business,” a student approached me and

asked, “What should I say on my website?”

Given the class’s technical focus, content strategy wasn’t something we dove deep into. Frankly, the question was quite

loaded, but nonetheless I wanted to make sure this student left with confidence and was excited to set up a new website. So I

asked to hear a bit more about the business.

The  student  excitedly  told  me  a  story  about  how  her  service  was  able  to  help  one  of  her  customers  save  thousands  of
dollars  a  year  on  medical  costs.

Rather than jumping into a typical pitch, “We do X for Y and make money through Z”, this entrepreneur  excitedly told me a

story about how the service helped one customer save thousands of dollars a year on medical costs. Although I didn’t

understand all of the technical aspects of the business, I was immediately compelled by the results and the affect on this

customer.

Going back to her website’s content, I simply told her, “Tell that exact story”. At first she was very confused (and possibly

regretting she even brought up the subject). However, I jumped back up to the teaching podium, opened up my laptop and

walked her through some examples of exactly what I meant.

I explained to her that one emerging trend on the web we’ve been seeing is the use of storytelling as a means to grab a

visitor’s attention, demonstrate the value of a product/service and guide the visitor to making a purchase/inquiry. At that

point, I had actually recently read a review of Peter Guber’s book, Tell to Win, written by Jonathan Gottschall’s that explains

how storytelling “seems to be more effective at changing beliefs than writing that is specifically designed to persuade through

argument and evidence.” Samantha was fascinated, so I walked her through two great examples.

GoDaddy

GoDaddy, one of the largest domain registrars and hosting providers on the web

and a company notorious for its aggressive ‘up-selling’ techniques within its

website, has certainly added a bit of humanity to their new homepage design.

They’ve combined imagery, video and content to tell Sindy’s story of how

GoDaddy has helped her grow her business. What’s great is that they’ve put the

focus on Sindy and value/benefit she received from GoDaddy’s products and not

the technical details of their various features.

PipelineDeals
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PipelineDeals, a popular CRM built specifically for small businesses, has used a

similar approach to tell the story of Patrick. They’ve built an entire landing page

for Patrick’s story forgoing charts and statistics, and focusing on using concise

narrative and imagery to bring an emotional appeal how PipelineDeals has

helped Patrick better manage his sales team.

After walking through both websites, I could see Samantha had a crystal-clear

vision as to the story she wanted to tell about her own company via her website. I was thrilled and look forward to her results.
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The Holy Grail of Online Marketing: Gross Profit

per Visitor
By:
 Ross
 Beyeler


 

We’ve spoken with dozens of ecommerce companies over the years and although the products sold

range wildly (from custom kitchen aprons to DNA polymerase re-agents), success for these companies

comes down to answering the same four questions:

1. How do I get more people to my website?

2. How do I get more website visitors to make a purchase?

3. How do I efficiently deliver products to my customers?

4. How do I get customers to make repeat purchases?

 

It’s easy to see how these questions relate to the most important metrics behind a successful

ecommerce strategy: number of unique visitors, conversion rate, gross margin, and percentage of

repeat buyers. Above all of these metrics, however, is the one number we’ve seen as the “holy grail” in

determining marketing spend and customer value: Gross Profit per Visitor.

From these four questions we developed a ‘framework’ to help companies establish successful

ecommerce strategies and calculate Gross Profit per Visitor. This framework, which we call the

Ecommerce Customer Lifecycle (ECL), spans four distinct phases of how customers interact with

ecommerce companies and the underlying role of analytics:

Acquisition
 

Acquisition focuses on tactics that drive visitors to your website. Popular tactics include: search engine

optimization, paid-search, social media, and affiliate marketing. Successful companies pay close

attention to the cost associated with each of these tactics/channels and to the conversion rate

produced by each.

Conversion
 

Conversion focuses on getting the visitors to your website to purchase products. This step is where

user experience design, branding, content, and your on-site strategy are crucial. Success is measured

by conversion rate.

Fulfillment
 

Fulfillment focuses on getting products into the hands of customers as quickly and efficiently as

possible. Technology has become an important element in coordinating shipping from multiple

vendors/warehouses, managing inventory across multiple channels, and calculating shipping

effectively. The proper operations system can save companies huge margins on fulfillment.

Retention
 

Retention focuses on getting customers to continue to return to purchase products. Relationship

management is essential and driven by marketing automation platforms, loyalty programs, and referral

incentives.

Gross
 Profit
 per
 Visitor
 —
 The
 One
 Number
 Above
 All
 

What we feel is the REAL differentiator with this framework, however, is the underlying, unifying

concept of Gross Profit/Visitor (GP/V). GP/V is a metric ecommerce companies can use to understand

the profitability of each visitor and visitor segment (i.e. geographic target, demographic target, specific

traffic source, etc.). In turn, this metric can also be utilized to calculate the “drivers” behind the

profitability of their business. If we see higher GP/V for certain segments, such as customers coming to

the site via social media vs. SEO, we can then modify our Acquisition strategy to further leverage social

media.

For companies interested in reviewing their ecommerce strategy with this sort of model, we’ve put

together a short “audit.” Answer the questions below to help guide you through the process of

optimizing your ECL:
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Over  the  past  few  months,  I  have  had  a  number  of  boutique  retailers  inquire  about  implementing  new

point-of-sale  systems  and  mobile  payment  solutions  for  their  business.

When  working  with  one  of  our  clients  who  was  interested  in  exploring  a  smarter  way  to  accept

payments  in  their  store,  we  started  researching  the  various  tools  currently  in  the  marketplace.

What  is  interesting  in  these  different  solutions  was  their  range  of  functionality.  We  realized  it  was

important  to  hone  in  on  the  specific  problem  that  our  client  was  trying  to  solve.  Do  you  just  need  a

cheaper  way  to  accept  payments?  Do  you  want  to  replace  your  existing  POS  system?  Are  you  looking  to

gain  more  analytics  around  your  sales?

It  is  unlikely  that  you  will  find  the  right  solution  without  first  identifying  the  core  problem  that  your

business  is  experiencing.

We  examined  nine  of  the  leading  mobile  payment  platforms  and  specifically  evaluated  the  following

seven  problems  that  they  addressed:

Payment  processing

At  the  core  of  any  mobile  payment  platform  would  naturally  be  the  ability  to  process  customer

payments.

Surprisingly,  the  platforms  we  reviewed  were  split  between  native  payments  and  integrated  payments.

Platforms  supporting  native  payments  such  as  Square  were  built  and  included  the  necessary  hardware

to  accept  payments  with  their  system  without  the  need  for  a  third-party  payment  gateway.  Those

which  required  integration  did,  in  fact,  require  an  external  payment  gateway  to  be  set  up.

Point-of-sale  interface

It  seems  as  though  most  of  the  platforms  had  their  own  POS  (point-of-sale)  capability  and  interface  to

allow  for  employees  to  key  in  customer  orders  for  a  pre-set  menu  of  available  products  and  generate  an

order.

The  interfaces  and  level  of  customization  for  those  interfaces  vary  greatly.  Those  that  did  not  have  their

own  native  interface  did  support  the  integration  of  a  third-  party  POS.

Inventory  management

As  an  extension  of  the  POS  feature,  most  of  the  platforms  had  built-in  inventory  management  features.

These  would  allow  employees  to  key  in  products  and  keep  track  of  available  stock,  while  dynamically



adjusting  as  orders  are  placed  throughout  the  day.

Product  analytics

One  feature  that  seemed  to  be  commonly  supported  was  the  idea  of  product  analytics,  or  sharing  data

on  how  much  of  particular  products  were  being  purchased.  Naturally  this  sort  of  data  can  be  quite

informative  for  a  business  owner  testing  new  products  or  optimizing  its  stock  of  existing  products.

Customer  analytics

Separate  from  product  analytics,  and  not  as  widely  supported,  was  the  idea  of  customer  analytics.  This

includes  insights  around  your  customers  such  as  names,  emails  and  demographics  –  information  you

would  expect  to  track  in  traditional  CRM.

Loyalty  programs

A  few  of  the  platforms,  particularly  LevelUp,  included  the  ability  to  create  and  manage  loyalty  programs

such  as  discounts  for  repeat  customers,  discounts  on  specific  products  or  promotional  codes  for  referrals

generated  by  customers.

Shopping  cart  integration

It  seems  integrating  with  an  online  shopping  cart  is  primarily  accessible  via  API  integration.  But  some

platforms  such  as  the  Shopify  POS  integrate  directly  with  your  online  ecommerce  platform  to  make

syncing  offline  and  online  transactions  simple.

When  making  a  decision  on  a  mobile  payment  platform,  there  are  a  few  additional  considerations  to

make  besides  functionality:

Turnkey  versus  white-label

The  platforms  we  reviewed  would  all  be  considered  turnkey  as  they  work  out-of-the-box  with  relatively

little  configuration.

Since  they  are  turnkey,  these  platforms  are  generally  less  customizable  and  have  a  relatively  branded

experience  provide  to  shop  owners  and  customers.

For  retailers  looking  for  a  most  customized  solution,  companies  such  as  Paydiant  have  focused  on

building  white-label  mobile  payment  platforms  that  allow  retailers,  with  the  right  development  support,

to  do  more  than  just  what  comes  out-of-the-box.

Payment  devices

Each  platform  had  its  own  assortment  of  payment  devices  that  actually  accepts  credit  card  payments.

Most  provided  their  own  iOS  dongle,  an  external  hardware  piece  that  plugs  into  your  Apple  device.  Those

that  did  not  either  integrated  with  traditional  credit  card  swipers  or  had  their  own  non-credit  card

payment  device,  such  as  LevelUp’s  QR  code  scanner.

Payment  technologies

The  specific  technology  behind  mobile  payments  is  a  hot  topic  as  companies  such  as  Google  explore

digital  wallets  that  use  NFC  technology.

On  the  fringe  are  companies  such  as  LevelUp  that  exclusively  use  QR  code  scanners,  while  the  majority

of  platforms  seem  to  be  sticking  to  the  traditional  credit  card  swipe.

Pricing

Naturally,  a  consideration  to  make  when  selecting  a  mobile  payment  platform  would  be  pricing.  Those

that  function  as  their  own  payment  processor  will  typically  charge  a  transaction  fee,  while  those  using  a

third-party  payment  processor  require  a  monthly  subscription  to  use  their  software.

IT  IS  IMPORTANT  to  look  at  the  full  range  of  issues  that  you  are  trying  to  address  with  your  business  to

help  determine  what  solution  makes  the  most  sense.

Ross  Beyeler  is  founder  of  Growth  Spark  [2],  Cambridge,  MA.  Reach  him  at  ross@growthspark.com  [3].
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Google Analytics can be

configured to derive high-

level insights into marketing

strategies with just some

basic calculations, writes

Ross Beyeler.

All e-commerce businesses seek to maximize sales and profits but too many neglect measuring the key

variable –  Gross Profit per Visitor (GP/V), or the amount of gross margin you make from each visitor to

your website. At a broad-level, it’s fairly easy to calculate GP/V so let’s use the following hypothetical

scenario:

Total Visitors: 1000

Conversion Rate: 10%

Total Customers: 100

Average Order Size: $100

Average Gross Margin: 50%

Total Gross Revenue: $10,000

Total Gross Profit: $5,000

Gross Profit per Visitor: $5

Really we just need Total Visitors, Total Gross Revenue and Average Gross Margin to calculate GP/V,

but it’s interesting to look at the numbers ‘in between’ the funnel, some of which might be useful for

calculating other performance metrics down-the-line.

In the end, what this number tells us is that we can spend up to $5 to acquire each visitor to our website

and still break even.

Segmenting  GPV

The challenge with GP/V, however, is getting as specific as possible with your data to ensure you’re

getting the most useful information possible. Specificity comes from the particular ‘data set’ you’re

analyzing, which is simply the way in which you’re segmenting the types of visitors being analyzing. We

typically start by asking the following three questions:

1. Traffic  Sources  -  How does GP/V change when you segment it out into specific traffic sources:

direct, referral, social, PPC, email, and SEO?

2. Customer  Demographics  -  How does GP/V change when you segment it out into specific

customer demographics: region, gender, mobile vs. desktop users, etc?

3. Products  -  How does GP/V change when you segment by specific products?

Configuring  Segmentations
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At the core, answering all of the above questions can be done with Google Analytics and a little Excel

magic. You just need to have things ‘flowing correctly’ from Google Analytics and your e-commerce

platform to get the proper data.

What do you need exactly? Here is a checklist we use for our clients when helping get their websites

ready for GP/V calculation:

Traffic  Sources

There is nothing you need to configure in Google Analytics to properly track direct or referral traffic, GA

will do this automatically. For other traffic sources, here are some useful step-by-step guides to

configuring tracking:

Social Integration

AdWords Integration

SEO Integration

Customer  Demographics

Google Analytics does a fairly accurate job of tracking the region/location of visitors, as well as the

operating system and devices used to access your website. In addition, Google Analytics has introduced a

new ‘demographics tracking’ capability that captures user information including age, gender and interest

affinity. This information is collected via the DoubleClick third-party cookie in the Google Ad Network.

Unfortunately, however, this often represents only a fraction of your traffic as when a cookie is not

associated with a user, no information is collected.

If you’re still interested in exploring this segment of users, take a look at this guide for configuring the

demographic profiling feature.

Products

One of the most fundamental configurations to make with your Google Analytics account is the e-

commerce integration feature. This allows your shopping cart to transmit data directly to Google

Analytics including: product names, product SKUs, product prices, order values, etc. Luckily, most of the

top e-commerce platforms, such as Shopify, make this integration as easy as adding your Google

Analytics ID to your shopping cart account. First you’ll want to enable e-commerce tracking in Google

Analytics and then follow the setup guide provided by your shopping cart. Here are a few of the more

popular ones available:

Shopify

Big Commerce

Volusion

Running  a  Report  and  Calculating  GPV

Once you’ve got all of the above configured, you simply need to run some reports to get the proper

information and work a little Excel magic! The area we’ll be doing this inside Google Analytics is the

‘Customization’ tab or the ‘Custom Reports’ area. Google provides its own guide on setting up a custom

report, but let’s walk through an example.

Let’s say we wanted to calculate GP/V for our top three traffic sources. To do that, we’d set up a custom

report, such as the following:

An example of a Custom Report in Google Analytics.

Here we simply choose the ‘metrics’ that we need (i.e. total unique visitors and total revenue) and filter it
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by the specific ‘dimension’ we’re interested in: traffic sources.

Viewing the custom report, we’d see the following data:

The resulting custom report in Google Analytics.

Assuming we had an average gross margin of 50 percent, we could run some quick calculations and

determine GP/V for each source as:

Direct: ( $3,637.94 / 5,100 ) * .5 = $0.35 GP/V

Referral: ( $222.44 / 2,592) * .5 = $0.04 GP/V

Organic: ( $289.71 / 1,803 ) * .5 = $0.08 GP/V

This data already shows some interesting insights.

Clearly visitors coming directly to our website (i.e. those who are already familiar with the brand) are far

more valuable than those who are coming via referral or via organic (SEO). However, we also now know

that those coming via SEO have a GP/V of $0.08 which means that any investment we make in SEO

traffic should cost at most $0.08 per visitor acquired. This gives us a ‘baseline’ to work with when

evaluating how much we should invest in an SEO campaign.

If a marketing firm could deliver 1000 visitors at $40 a pop, we know we could expect some level of

profit on the first batch of transactions.

One thing to keep in mind in this example, however, is that we’re only looking at single transactions, not

the total lifetime value of a customer who might make repeat purchases. This can also be done, but

requires a slightly more sophisticated setup.

In conclusion, Google Analytics can be configured in a way that allows you as a business owner to get

some great high-level insights into your marketing strategies with just some basic calculations. So get to

analyzing and profit from it.
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:: By Tiny Yeung, Growth Spark (http://growthspark.com/) ::

Understanding the importance of responsive Web design (RWD) is to realize that the Web “canvas”

is not static. It’s not like a printed book or magazine where you know how much space is on the

page and it will not change. Users can view a website through various devices. The best way to

accommodate the best-fit for this multitude of screen sizes is to make it respond to the display. 

While the conversation is growing louder about how to go about creating a responsive site, here we

offer six most important design and development techniques to keep in mind when creating a

responsive website. These key tips will help ensure a successful Web experience for all users from

desktop to mobile.

  SUBSCRIBE  FREE  to  Website  Magazine  -  12  Issues  

The  Six  Tips  for  a  Bulletproof  Responsive  Website:

1. Prioritize Content

2. Follow a Mobile First Approach

3. Design for Fingers, Not Just Cursors

4. Compress Files for Low Bandwidth



5. Use a Fluid Grid Framework

6. Use Flexible Images/Video

1.  Prioritize  Content

We should practice prioritizing content in Web design as a whole. Don’t build the house without

knowing how many rooms and what goes in it. As the screen size narrows, it’s obvious we cannot

have the same amount of content as we do when viewed on the desktop. Keep in mind not

everything on a desktop needs to be on its mobile version. Remove ads and archives to save space or

place them in a dropdown navigation so it is only seen when the user wants to see it. More is less,

and less must be more focused. We need to switch and reposition content as the screen size

compresses to emphasize the important information, which leads to our next point, which is

mobile-first.

2.  Mobile-First  Approach

As some of you might have already heard the buzz around having a mobile-first approach, it’s the

notion of thinking for small screens first. However, the mobile first approach is also a mindset; the

realization that we should design not just for small screens but with the understanding that people

are viewing your site on various devices. They may be outside. They may be doing the laundry. The

world is full of stimuli and cutting thr ough the clutter is difficult. 

Your viewers and audiences are most likely going to be in a mobile state while viewing your site, so

it is critical to keep that in mind and make sure your content is consolidated and focused. Think as if

your viewers are scanning your site for relevant information. They don’t want to take the time to

read everything on the page. They just need to find out how to get to  what they want from your site

in the first place. 

The Mobile First (from the Book Apart series) by Luke Wroblewski is a great reference that

explains how to take the mobile first approach. 

As an example, we used the mobile-first approach on our own site (see image). The site, whether on

mobile or desktop is linear. There is only one direction that the reader can scroll. Using this, we’ve

directed the  readers’ attention in one direction with content that flows one after the other. These

carefully prioritized content bites tell a short story. We like to tell stories. The content is a story

about us, what we do, how we do it, what we have done, who we are as individuals, and how to

contact us. The image shows a snippet of the mobile version of the site but even viewed on a

desktop, it is still linear. The reader is directed to read one thing after another, carefully making

them focus from one section to the next. 

3.  Design  for  Fingers,  Not  Just  Cursors

This is not just for the tech-savy grandmothers out there. Everyone can appreciate a good-sized

button that works the first time they click it. On the other hand, besides creating larger buttons on

mobile, making a content area clickable is another way to solve the problem. 



As a reminder, when playing with those awesome

hover effects to note that an area is linked and

clickable, there is no hover effect on touch devices (at

least not yet). Hover effects can be really cool. You

can

change

the

color,

the

size,

anything. But since touch devices will not get these

effects, keep in mind not to rely too much on hover

effects to denote a link because it may be overlooked. 

4.  Compress  Files  for  Low  Bandwidth

No matter how cool your site, if it doesn’t load fast

enough, the user won’t be impressed. The user might even think your site doesn’t work and have left

already before your site loads. That’s something we don’t want when we think about building a



responsive site. Your site also needs to respond to the lowest bandwidths. 

There are a few ways to do this. 

1. Consolidate as much code as you can using media queries. That’s why a mobile first approach

works better. The core of the code loaded is used for mobile and media queries are used to adjust

for the bigger screen sizes. One simple thing I read that is useful is to apply the “not mobile” class

and have it display none when it’s not mobile.

2. Compress images. There are many sites that can help compress image sizes. TinyPNG is one. It’s

also available as a Photoshop plugin. 

3. Use a plugin that will delay image loading instead of having the images load all at the same time. 

4. Specify smaller image files using media queries for smaller screen sizes.

We encountered this problem working on the Aerolife site (see image). The site, especially the

homepage, is a collage of beautiful, high-resolution images. However, it would take great toil to

load on a mobile phone. We used the Lazy Load (http://www.appelsiini.net/projects/lazyload) plugin and

a combination of smaller image files for mobile screen sizes. 

(Left: The Aerolife Homepage is a concept of a collage of interactive content areas with images and

text.)

5.  Use  a  Fluid  Grid  Framework

To set the big picture, all content we see on a website is contained within a box. That is how we tell

the browser that one section is ending and another is beginning. In the HTML language, these

indicators are called tags. Using a fluid grid framework will provide many advantages. A lot of work

is done for you when you utilize the frameworks that are constantly iterated. It will also allow you

to rapidly create prototypes and really think about how you want to rearrange the content when it

responds to the browser. 

Check out popular frameworks such as Foundation (http://foundation.zurb.com/), Gumby

(http://gumbyframework.com/), Skeleton (http://www.getskeleton.com/) and many more. This article

(http://designinstruct.com/web-design/responsive-css-grid/) includes a comparison table of 13 responsive

frameworks.  

6.  Use  Flexible  Images/Video

With a flexible grid, we will want flexible images that respond to browser size accordingly. Having

flexible images means they are able to resize respective to the browser, but it is also guided by the

styles that the designer/developer set. For example, when we want an image to fill the width of the

container (it can be the full body width), we will set the image width to 100 percent but sometimes

images become pixelated if they are stretched beyond their actual size. Using max-width will ensure

that an image will only resize to 100 percent of its actual dimensions and not stretch beyond. 



In some cases, mobile devices will render pixelated icons or images. This is because these mobile

devices have a higher ppi (pixel per inch) resolution than desktops. This article

(http://www.jisaacks.com/why-background-images-look-blurry-on-mobile-devices) explains why this is so. For

a responsive site, we need to consider this factor. We want to maintain a clean, crisp look for all

devices. In this situation, we can opt to use SVG (scalable vector graphic) files or icon fonts. Using a

SVG file is like using a PNG or JPEG file. It can be used directly in an <img> tag. For more browser

support information and more ways to use SVG files, there is a very informative CSS Tricks

(http://css-tricks.com/using-svg/) tutorial. 

There are increasingly more icon font libraries. There’s a huge list of fonts here (http://css-

tricks.com/flat-icons-icon-fonts/). The idea is treating these icons like fonts. We can use them with the

@font-face method or some libraries can be used through simply including a snippet of code in the

<head> like you would use Typekit or Google fonts. Of course, you can even generate your own and

use them on your site. An application like Fontastic (http://fontastic.me/) makes it easy, generating

the code and the necessary files for you to turn your icons into fonts. 

Video can also be resized. Here is a great tutorial and article from A List Apart

(http://alistapart.com/article/creating-intrinsic-ratios-for-video) about scaling videos.

Think  Responsive

There are many more factors to consider when creating a responsive website. You will always

stumble onto a roadblock and you might uncover better solutions than the tips we have here. There

is an ongoing learning process when building responsive websites. There will always be more than

one solution to the problem. In this article, we’ve addressed a few points to keep in mind and a few

solutions we’ve worked with successfully. If we just keep in mind that the site is not always going to

be viewed the same way you, the designer, views it, it will bring up more questions and force us to

prioritize some things over others, which in turn is the benefit of being responsive. It leads to a

more focused site in the end. 

Tiny Yeung is a designer and front-end developer  at Growth Spark (http://growthspark.com/), a

Cambridge-based agency dedicated to helping e-commerce companies enhance operating efficiency

and improve profitability through strategic design and innovative technology.
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We've seen an emerging web design trend is the use of 'Single Page Websites'. These
websites are typified by features such as: a long, single page of content; having the main
navigation drive visitors down the page, as opposed to other pages; dynamically loading
content as the visitor scrolls the website. We've even adopted a Single Page concept for
Growth Spark's website.

 

What are the Positives of Using a Single Page

Website?

1. Inherently Mobile-Ready

For years, web design best practices obsessed around the concept of having content
'above the fold' (the portion of the website you see before scrolling). However, the
emergence of so many device types and sizes has largely rendered the idea of 'the fold'
obsolete. Mobile users embrace the fact that they'll have to scroll. The overall design
strategy behind a Single Page website is to structure content in a way that's best
consumed by scrolling and, therefore, can be easily viewed on all mobile devices.



 

2. Clear, Linear Navigation

Consolidating your content to a single page works particularly well when companies build a
linear 'narrative' behind the design of their websites. Customers respond more positively to
story-driven content than to the typical features / benefits copy often found on corporate
websites. Dive deep into the idea of Narrative-Driven Design in our follow up article.

 

3. Concise, Effective Content

Single Page Website design relies heavily on concise, well-crafted content. A successful
website uses clear language, supported by graphics and video, to deliver specific
messaging. In turn, this allows customers to consume information rapidly (aiding their
already eroding attention spans) and helps them make decisions around your
products/services more quickly.

 

What are the Drawbacks of Using a Single Page

Website?

1. Not Great for SEO

Although the tactics of Search Engine Optimization are constantly evolving, one of the
fundamental elements search engines weigh in their algorithm is content - in quantity,
uniqueness and optimization. Consolidating a multi-page website into a Single Page
Website naturally reduces the volume of content and the uniqueness of each page. This
can often be challenging for companies with a heavy reliance on SEO-based marketing
strategies. However, I'll explain later how this can be addressed using a Single Page
Website strategy.

 



2. Forces Brevity

One thing most web designers don't want you to know is that traditional multi-page site
design is much easier to create than a Single Page Website. With a multi-page site, you
need a variety of flexible templates where you can 'drop' content in as it’s developed. This
means your web designer can skip the 'content strategy' component of their design and
just provide 'shells' for you to build out yourself. With a Single Page Website, the design is
heavily reliant upon the right content used in the right place and, therefore, adds a new
challenge for your web designer.

 

3. Inflexible

Given their reliance on more advanced frontend development (such as jQuery) and
carefully-crafted content, Single Page Websites often don't have the same flexibility as a
traditional multi-page website. Although you can power a single-page website with a
content management system such as WordPress, they're inherently less flexible given the
intricacies of their design.

 

The Take-Away on Single Page Websites

We've found success with Narrative-Driven Design, which is particularly well-suited for the
Single Page Website strategy. That being said, we understand that it can be quite difficult
to cram everything about your business onto a single page, especially for companies with a
strong focus on thought leadership, technical support documentation and content-driven
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Written by Jami Oetting

It would be great if there was a handy tool that could tell you what tweaks to make to your
landing page to get more leads, more shares, and more customers. But until that day,
marketers still need to test, test, and do more tests to figure out what changes will result in

marketing campaigns. As such, we like to perceive structuring your website in the following
manner:

We've found that you can use the Single Page Website concept very effectively as your
central story / 'navigational tree' behind a multi-page website. Having the ability to
'support' your core story with blog posts, landing pages and technical documentation
allows you to paint a complete picture around your offering and drive your customers to
purchase.

SUBSCRIBE



offer six most important design and development techniques to keep in mind when creating a

responsive website. These key tips will help ensure a successful Web experience for all users from

desktop to mobile.

 SUBSCRIBE FREE to Website Magazine – 12 Issues 

The Six Tips for a Bulletproof Responsive Website:
1. Prioritize Content

2. Follow a Mobile First Approach

3. Design for Fingers, Not Just Cursors

4. Compress Files for Low Bandwidth

5. Use a Fluid Grid Framework

6. Use Flexible Images/Video

1. Prioritize Content

We should practice prioritizing content in Web design as a whole. Don’t build the house without

knowing how many rooms and what goes in it. As the screen size narrows, it’s obvious we cannot

have the same amount of content as we do when viewed on the desktop. Keep in mind not



everything on a desktop needs to be on its mobile

version. Remove ads and archives to save space or place them in a dropdown navigation so it is only



seen when the user wants to see it. More is less, and less must be more focused. We need to switch

and reposition content as the screen size compresses to emphasize the important information,

which leads to our next point, which is mobile-first.

2. Mobile-First Approach

As some of you might have already heard the buzz around having a mobile-first approach, it’s the

notion of thinking for small screens first. However, the mobile first approach is also a mindset; the

realization that we should design not just for small screens but with the understanding that people

are viewing your site on various devices. They may be outside. They may be doing the laundry. The

world is full of stimuli and cutting through the clutter is difficult. 

Your viewers and audiences are most likely going to be in a mobile st ate while viewing your site, so

it is critical to keep that in mind and make sure your content is consolidated and focused. Think as if

your viewers are scanning your site for relevant information. They don’t want to take the time to

read everything on the page. They just need to find out how to get to what they want from your site

in the first place. 

The Mobile First (from the Book Apart series) by Luke Wroblewski is a great reference that explains

how to take the mobile first approach. 

As an example, we used the mobile-first approach on our own site (see image). The site, whether on

mobile or desktop is linear. There is only one direction that the reader can scroll. Using this, we’ve

directed the readers’ attention in one direction with content that flows one after the other. These

carefully pri oritized content bites tell a short story. We like to tell stories. The content is a story

about us, what we do, how we do it, what we have done, who we are as individuals, and how to

contact us. The image shows a snippet of the mobile version of the site but even viewed on a

desktop, it is still linear. The reader is directed to read one thing after another, carefully making

them focus from one secti on to the next. 

3. Design for Fingers, Not Just Cursors

This is not just for the tech-savy grandmothers out there. Everyone can appreciate a good-sized

button that works the first time they click it. On the other hand, besides creating larger buttons on

mobile, making a content area clickable is another way to solve the problem. 

As a reminder, when playing with those awesome hover effects to note that an area is linked and

clickable, there is no hover effect on touch devices (at least not yet). Hover effects can be really cool.



You can change the color, the size, anything. But

since touch devices will not get these effects, keep in mind not to rely too much on hover effects to

denote a link because it may be overlooked. 

4. Compress Files for Low Bandwidth

No matter how cool your site, if it doesn’t load fast enough, the user won’t be impressed. The user

might even think your site doesn’t work and have left already before your site loads. That’s

something we don’t want when we think about building a responsive site. Your site also needs to

respond to the lowest bandwidths. 



There are a few ways to do this. 

1. Consolidate as much code as you can using media queries. That’s why a mobile first approach

works better. The core of the code loaded is used for mobile and media queries are used to adjust

for the bigger screen sizes. One simple thing I read that is useful is to apply the “not mobile” class

and have it display none when it’s not mobile.

2. Compress images. There are many sites that can help compress image sizes. TinyPNG is one. It’s

also available as a Photoshop plugin. 

3. Use a plugin that will delay image loading instead of having the images load all at the same time. 

4. Specify smaller image files using media queries for smaller screen sizes.

We encountered this problem working on the Aerolife site (see image). The site, especially the

homepage, is a collage of beautiful, high-resolution images. However, it would take great toil to load

on a mobile phone. We used the Lazy Load plugin and a combination of smaller image files for

mobile screen sizes. 

(Left: The Aerolife Homepage is a concept of a collage of interactive content areas with images and

text.)

5. Use a Fluid Grid Framework

To set the big picture, all content we see on a website is contained within a box. That is how we tell

the browser that one section is ending and another is beginning. In the HTML language, these

indicators are called tags. Using a fluid grid framework will provide many advantages. A lot of work

is done for you when you utilize the frameworks that are constantly iterated. It will also allow you

to rapidly create prototypes and really think about how you want to rearrange the content when it

responds to the browser. 

Check out popular frameworks such as Foundation, Gumby, Skeleton and many more. This article

includes a comparison table of 13 responsive frameworks.  

6. Use Flexible Images/Video

With a flexible grid, we will want flexible images that respond to browser size accordingly. Having

flexible images means they are able to resize respective to the browser, but it is also guided by the



styles that the designer/developer set. For example, when we want an image to fill the width of the

container (it can be the full body width), we will set the image width to 100 percent but sometimes

images become pixelated if they are stretched beyond their actual size. Using max-width will ensure

that an image will only resize to 100 percent of its actual dimensions and not stretch beyond. 

In some cases, mobile devices will render pixelated icons or images. This is because these mobile

devices have a higher ppi (pixel per inch) resolution than desktops. This article explains why this is

so. For a responsive site, we need to consider this factor. We want to maintain a clean, crisp look for

all devices. In this situation, we can opt to use SVG (scalable vector graphic) files or icon fonts. Using

a SVG file is like using a PNG or JPEG file. It can be used directly in an <img> tag. For more browser

support information and more ways to use SVG files, there is a very informative CSS Tricks tutorial. 

There are increasingly more icon font libraries. There’s a huge list of fonts here. The idea is treating

these icons like fonts. We can use them with the @font-face method or some libraries can be u sed

through simply including a snippet of code in the <head> like you would use Typekit or Google

fonts. Of course, you can even generate your own and use them on your site. An application like

Fontastic makes it easy, generating the code and the necessary files for you to turn your icons into

fonts. 

Video can also be resized. Here is a great tutorial and article from A List Apart about scaling videos .

Think Responsive

There are many more factors to consider when creating a responsive website. You will always

stumble onto a roadblock and you might uncover better solutions than the tips we have here. There

is an ongoing learning process when building responsive websites. There will always be more than

one solution to the problem. In this article, we’ve addressed a few points to keep in mind and a few

solutions we’ve worked with successfully. If we just keep in mind that the site is not always going to

be viewed the same way you, the designer, views it, it will bring up more questions and force us to

prioritize some things over others, which in turn is the benefit of being responsive. It leads to a

more focused site in the end. 

Tiny Yeung is a designer and front-end developer at Growth Spark, a C ambridge-based agency

dedicated to helping e-commerce companies enhance operating efficiency and improve profitability

through strategic design and innovative technology.
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Retail  Online  Integration
Designing  Operations  Before  Websites  is  Crucial  to  E-Commerce
Success
By  Ross  Beyeler

The  owner  of  an  e-commerce  apparel  company  specializing  in  custom  T-shirts  for  teams,  organizations  and
community  groups  recently  approached  us  to  design  a  new  website  for  the  brand,  but  was  concerned  about
the  cost  of  a  major  overhaul.

The  CEO  explained  that  they  didn't  have  an  actual  "shopping  cart"  on  their  website,  just  a  contact  form,  and
that  they  used  spreadsheets  and  email  to  track  and  fulfill  orders.  He  was  specifically  frustrated  with  the
following:

onboarding  new  staff  members  to  their  manual  ordering  process;;

keeping  up  with  order  fulfillment  required  three  full-time  staffers;;

dealing  with  lost/mixed-up  orders  that  fell  apart  during  the  fulfillment  process;;  and

handling  orders  when  someone  was  out  of  the  office,  as  communications  were  managed  on  an  individual
employee's  computer.

It  was  clear  that  what  was  needed  was  a  redesign  of  operations  before  a  web  rebuild  to  manage  demand  and
increase  profitability.  We  whiteboarded  the  customer  relationship  journey,  mapped  each  point  of  interaction
and  came  away  with  a  framework  for  a  new  fulfillment  strategy.

Fulfillment  Strategy
I  explained  to  the  CEO  that  like  most  e-commerce  companies,  he  should  think  about  his  fulfillment  strategy  in
two  parts:  process  and  platforms.

Process  includes  the  activities  necessary  to  move  an  order  from  placement  through  customer  receipt  and  is
viewed  through  two  perspectives:

customer  interaction:  What  communications  are  outbound  to  your  customer?

internal  interaction:  What  communications  are  internal  or  with  a  third-party  vendor?

Although  specific  activities  vary  company  to  company,  generally  they  require  the  following  steps:

Purchase:  How  the  order  is  placed,  how  is  payment  received.

Confirmation:  How  customers  are  notified  regarding  their  order.

Shipment:  How  shipping  is  purchased/tracked.

Reconciliation:  Adjusting  inventory  levels,  financial  records  and  status  to  reflect  a  successful  order.

Support:  Handling  post-order  questions  or  customer  concerns.

Platforms  are  the  technology  to  facilitate  activities  defined  within  the  process.  This  company  was  heavily
reliant  on  email,  spreadsheets  and  Word  documents  to  support  its  processes.  When  thinking  about  how  to
improve  the  business,  it's  primarily  about  finding  new  platforms  to  enhance  existing  processes.  Most
companies  can't  alter  the  communications  or  activities  that  comprise  order  fulfillment,  but  altering  platforms
and,  how  platforms  interact,  can  be  a  win.

Original  Fulfillment  Strategy
After  our  initial  whiteboard  session,  it  was  clear  that  many  of  the  issues  stemmed  from  the  following:

Current  platforms  didn't  communicate  with  each  other,  requiring  manually  moving  data  between  platforms.

Platforms  were  primarily  "local,"  saved  to  a  specific  employee's  computer  and  didn't  allow  employees  to
swap  orders.

Platforms  didn't  have  "repeatability,"  which  required  creating  the  same  documents  over  and  over.

Revised  Fulfillment  Strategy



Although  mapping  the  existing  fulfillment  strategy  provided  a  means  to  explain  fulfillment  to  new  staff
members,  the  real  opportunity  was  in  fixing  the  issues  by  introducing  new  platforms.  After  careful  research
and  testing,  we  recommended  a  more  optimized  fulfillment  strategy.  The  new  fulfillment  strategy  focused  on
the  following:

Replacing  email  communications  with  a  support  ticketing  system  to  allow  team  members  to  manage
cases  in  the  cloud.

Using  a  proper  shopping  cart  with  built-in  order  status  tracking  to  replace  spreadsheets.

Using  a  shipping  management  tool  that  integrates  with  the  shopping  cart.

Using  a  cloud-based  estimate/invoicing  tool  with  online  payment  capabilities.

In  the  end,  the  newly  optimized  fulfillment  strategy  allowed  the  CEO  to  move  two  employees  to  marketing.
With  this  increased  marketing  output,  the  company  was  able  to  invest  in  a  complete  website  redesign  that
resulted  in  an  even  higher  level  of  conversion  that  the  new  fulfillment  strategy  handled  with  ease.

Ross  Beyeler  is  the  founder  and  managing  partner  of  Growth  Spark,  a  provider  of  strategy,  design  and
technology  services.
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Designing  a  Footer  that  Doesn’t  Say  “Goodbye”

Posted  05.22.2014

By Tina Yeung, Growth Spark (http://growthspark.com/) 

Are footers out-of-date or can we make them better? The truth is, footers have been underestimated. We

just don’t think too much about them but if we are trying to find ways to improve the Web experience, we

shouldn’t neglect what’s at the end of the page. Like a story, the ending should be just as good as the

beginning. An engaging footer provides guidance and helps direct the audiences to the information they

seek. 

Why  You  Should  Pay  More  Attention  to  Footers

In a lecture class, I was taught to say my name at the beginning of a lecture and at the end because people

most likely remember the first and last things you say. Whereas headers are given the most thought, footers

have been pretty much neglected but here’s why we should pay more attention to footers: 

1. Footers are on every page just like headers.

2. If a user can’t find what they want on the header they will look elsewhere and where else is better to

put that information than the footer?

3. There are footer conventions that users expect just like header conventions.

4. Footers are expected to be guides. Like a bibliography, it should have some resources to direct users

to explore further.

What should the user do when they’ve reached t he bottom of the page? If we entertain the idea that people

have been conditioned to think there isn't much value at the end of the page, then it’s because of past

experiences where footers have not provided them with enough information to make them pay attention. If

this is the case, we can start by creating better footers that will allow visitors to learn that there is also

something worthwhile at the bottom of the page .



We can build better footers  that enable users to further explore your site instead of just stating copyright

information that says “goodbye.” What kind of information? When designing footers, there are valuable

conventions to acknowledge that will ensure an engaging result. 

Footer  Conventions

We never want to reinvent the wheel. That is to say that many conventions exist when it comes to what’s

included in footers. Your users might head down there to gather contact information, location, hours, etc.

According to Zurb (http://zurb.com/article/1203/3-techniques-to-make-a-good-footer-great), we want to provide

valuable information on the footer so that the user will return, as well as links presented in good hierarchy

to help with navigation. 

Knowing that not every website is the same and, therefore, requires different treatments to the footers,

there are a few common elements that you are familiar with. Here’s a list: 

1. site maps

2. contact information

3. about information

4. copyright

5. sign-ups  

Footers  are  Guides

Although we have the main navigation, the user might still be lost. There is never enough space up top for all

of the information you want users to see. That’s where footers come in.

Footers are like unnoticed helpers. I’ve noticed that I myself may not drive toward the footer until I need

something that I cannot find in the header. For instance, when I’m shopping, I wil l look for store locators,

shipping information, return and exchange policies, in the footer. I expect to find this information in the

footer of e-commerce sites. It disappoints me when I don’t find what I expected in the footer. 

Here we have some examples of where we can utilize the footer to provide more guidance or quick access to

pages. 

Clean  Footer  Examples:

Let’s take a look at some footer examples to break down what they offer and what they do not. 

1.  Burton  (http://www.burton.com/)

This is Burton Snowboards’ footer for its e-commerce site. It offers clearly sectioned information. We

also see social engagement icons on this footer. Instead of having the site map listed out, they link to

another page with a full sitemap. If we think of footers as helpers, this footer does a great job of

providing helpful resources that a customer would want. There is a prominent phone number, as well as

three dropdowns that upon hover show links to common resources such as: size chart, warranty,

shipping, return information, customer service, etc. They’ve thought of a way to condense the

information to maintain a mobile-friendly footer as well. The dropdowns are from a mobile-first



approach, keeping the footer clean on mobile but the links will be available when needed. Because

sitemaps can be long, when the browser gets smaller, it will take up too much room; in this case the

dropdowns work perfectly.

(http://www.websitemagazine.com/images/blog/Burton-footer-large.png)

2.  Groupon  (http://www.groupon.com/)

Groupon’s footer is full of information but still laid out in a clean, tidy way. The social integration trend

in the footer still holds true here. There is a bigger site map than the other two examples but it still

provides hierarchy and clearly labeled links to additional informational. 

Something unique to the Groupon site is the two callouts for (1) download the Groupon app and (2) a

link for businesses to get information if they are interested in posting a deal. This example uses the

footer as a promotion area for the mobile app and their business platform. 

Lastly, we also see a statement defining Groupon. Maybe this is for SEO purposes but a snippet about

the business is not a bad idea. If your company is complicated, having one to two sentences about the

company is useful to enhance brand awareness. 

(http://www.websitemagazine.com/images/blog/groupon-footer-large.png)

3.  Growth  Spark

On this site (where I work), along with a handy fixed header, you will recognize some common footer

conventions. This is an example of a business/agency footer. By pulling recent post headlines from our

blog, we want the user to direct their attention to articles we’ve written. To make it easy for anyone who

wants to find us, the address and phone number is included on the footer. And since we also have a social

presence, the footer is a good place to link to them. Lastly, there is a small site map of our one-page site

to navigate back to a section that intrigued them. 



(http://www.websitemagazine.com/images/blog/GrowthSpark-footer_large.png)

For more examples, here’s a gallery (http://www.smileycat.com/design_elements/footers/) of creative and

functional footer designs.

Seize  the  Footer  

Footers haven’t been treated with the same enthusiasm and love as headers, but your footer is also on every

page and should be just as impactful as the header. Footers can help enhance brand awareness, provide

secondary information and drive users to better engagement. Footers are another chance to get users’

attention. Take the opportunity and start thinking about footers as the “next steps” and not a “goodbye.” 

Tina Yeung is a Web designer and front-end developer at Growth Spark (http://growthspark.com/)

in Boston, MA. She studied design at Syracuse University. Tina is a believer in functional design;

design is not just aesthetics, it has a function. 
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Stop Looking for Jobs, Start Looking for Skills
By:
 Ross
 Beyeler


 

There is little doubt that today's job market has changed dramatically.

Companies are constantly hiring and firing, and people no longer expect "lifelong" careers at a single

organization, ending with a fat pension. Instead, we're living in a "gig economy" where one- to five-

year stints is the norm. So how does one embrace this environment and plan their career in a market

that's becoming ever more unpredictable? 

From the employer's perspective, it's all about relevancy. How relevant are your skills to solving the

problems my business faces today? From an employee's perspective, it's about building marketable

skillsets they can leverage from one opportunity to the next. So in a marketplace of "skills," why do

people tend to focus on finding jobs? 

Take a look at resumes, the embodiment of the job hunt. Resumes speak to who you were — jobs

you've held in the past, education completed, etc. They do not reflect what employers really care

about —how you will develop in the future and, specifically, where you'll help them take their

organizations. Employers hire skills and potential, not credentials and accolades. 

It's this idea of skills that has changed the way I perceive my own career planning, as well as that of

the people who work at my company. Rather than looking at positions as "jobs" with associated pay

and responsibilities, we try to look at jobs as periods in which you're developing specific skills that will

help us grow the business. This philosophy promotes more honest conversations around each

employee's role. It allows us to work together to develop skills that we need and they, as employees,

want. 

In pursuing this sort of Skill-Focused Career Planning philosophy, I look at three fundamental things

that help answer the following: What skills do I choose to acquire and how do I position myself to

receive opportunities that leverage/grow these skills? 

 1)
 Finding
 Yourself

About nine months into starting my company, I was at the point of deciding whether to continue

working as a freelancer or try to build an agency. I knew there were certain things in the business I

wanted to do and other things that I did not. I figured the best way to determine what hires I needed to

make was to determine the role that I saw myself playing. So I developed a process I call BASE

Analysis, which I conduct annually, that has helped determine what skills I need on and the role they'll

translate in the business. BASE Analysis consists of looking at the individual tasks I perform and asking

three questions: 

Am I good at this task?

Do I enjoy performing this task?

Does this task directly contribute to company growth?  

I get as granular as possible and evaluate the tasks on these questions. Anything that scores a three

(yes to all three), I need to continue performing and developing. This same process can be applied to

Skills-Focused Career Planning, where you look at your current (and past) jobs and list the tasks/roles

you've performed. Focus your career planning around leveraging your strengths and going after "Level

3" skills. 

 2)
 Growing
 Yourself  

 Once you've identified the skills to develop, set yourself on a track of continual learning. I like drawing

from the Japanese work philosophy of Kaizen, which is about continuous incremental improvement. In

a market where technology evolves at a pace that can retire skillsets in less than a decade, continuous

self-improvement is a necessity. 

Luckily, there are many smart entrepreneurs that have capitalized on this same trend by creating

"alternative education" companies that provide access to self-driven professional development
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"alternative education" companies that provide access to self-driven professional development

resources. Organizations such as General Assembly provide on and offline courses that allow working

professionals to continue building skills in marketing, design, business strategy, etc. These resources

come at a fraction of the cost of traditional education and are often taught by industry experts. 

 3)
 Positioning
 Yourself  

The last piece in Skills-Focused Career Planning is about positioning yourself in a way that can get you

the opportunities to continue to refine these skills (and be paid). I suggest to people evaluating job

opportunities that they look at themselves as a consultant. The potential employer is really a client who

has brought them in to help solve a particular set of issues. 

Look at most successful consultants and you'll see they focus on marketing themselves as a unique

brand and sell their "portfolio" rather than their resume. Consultants have acquired specific expertise

and continually demonstrate it through blogging, social media, and speaking. They build a personal

website to showcase their portfolio, whether it's design, development or writing. 

You can do the same whether you intend to bill yourself as a consultant or not. Employers want to see

the skills you've acquired in a tangible way, and a portfolio/blog is the most effective means of doing

so. 

Learn
 Before
 You
 Earn 

During college I had an internship with a consultancy that worked with startups and growing

businesses. My boss (now a mentor) said something that has stuck: "Learn before you earn." This idea

of building your career around learning and acquiring skills allows you the resiliency necessary in

today's unpredictable job market. 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June  25,  2014
By  Ross  Beyeler
4  Comments

Today’s  job  market  is  changing  dramatically.  Companies
are  constantly  hiring  and  firing  and  the  days  of  lifelong
careers  at  a  single  organization  are  over.  We’re  living  in  a
“gig  economy”  where  one-  to  five-year  stints  are  the  norm
and  people  need  to  plan  their  careers  around  a  market
that’s  becoming  more  unpredictable.

From  an  employer’s  perspective,  it’s  all  about  relevancy.
How  relevant  are  the  skills  you  have  to  solving  the
problems  my  business  faces?  From  an  employee’s

perspective,  it’s  about  building  marketable  skill  sets  to  leverage  from  one  opportunity  to
the  next.  In  this  marketplace  of  skills,  why  do  people  still  focus  on  finding  jobs?

Take  a  look  at  resumes.  Resumes  speak  to  who  you  were  —  jobs  you  held  in  the  past,  education
completed,  etc.  They  do  not  reflect  what  employers  really  care  about  —  how  you  will  help  them
advance  their  organizations.  Employers  hire  skills  and  future  potential,  not  credentials  and  past
accolades.  (Click  here  to  tweet  this.)

This  idea  of  “skills”  has  changed  how  I  perceive  my  career  planning  as  well  as  that  of  the  people
who  work  for  me.  Rather  than  looking  at  positions  as  jobs  with  specific  pay  and  responsibilities
associated,  we  try  to  look  at  them  as  periods  in  which  you’re  developing  specific  skills  that  will  help
grow  our  business.  This  philosophy  enables  honest  conversations  around  each  employee’s  role
and  allows  us  to  work  together  to  develop  skills  that  we  need  and  that  they  want.

In  pursuing  a  skill-focused  career  planning  philosophy,  I  look  at  three  aspects  that  help  answer  the
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In  pursuing  a  skill-focused  career  planning  philosophy,  I  look  at  three  aspects  that  help  answer  the
question:  What  skills  do  I  choose  to  acquire  and  how  do  I  position  myself  to  receive  opportunities
that  leverage/grow  these  skills?

1.  Finding  yourself
About  nine  months  into  starting  my  company,  Growth  Spark,  I  had  to  decide  whether  to  continue
freelancing  or  to  build  an  agency.  I  figured  the  best  way  to  determine  what  hires  I  needed  was  to
examine  the  role  that  I  saw  myself  playing  in  the  business.

So  I  developed  what  I  call  “base  analysis,”  which  I  conduct  annually  to  determine  what  skills  I  need
to  develop.  Base  analysis  looks  at  the  individual  tasks  I  perform  and  asks  three  questions:

1.  Am  I  good  at  this  task?
2.  Do  I  enjoy  performing  this  task?
3.  Does  this  task  directly  contribute  to  growth  for  the  company?

I  get  as  granular  as  possible  in  evaluating  the  answers  to  these  questions.  Anything  that  scores  a
yes  to  all  three,  I  continue  to  perform.  This  same  process  can  be  applied  for  skills-focused  career
planning  to  look  at  current  (and  past)  jobs  and  list  the  tasks/roles  you’ve  performed.  Focus  your
career  planning  around  leveraging  your  strengths  and  going  after  “Level  3”  skills.

2.  Growing  yourself
Once  you’ve  identified  the  skills  to  develop,  set  yourself  on  a  track  of  continual  learning.  I  like
drawing  from  the  Japanese  work  philosophy  “kaizen”  about  continuous  incremental  improvement.
In  a  market  where  technology  evolves  at  a  pace  that  can  retire  skill  sets  in  just  a  few  years,
continuous  self-improvement  is  a  necessity.

Luckily,  many  entrepreneurs  have  capitalized  on  this  trend  by  creating  alternative  education
companies.  Organizations  such  as  General  Assembly  provide  online  and  offline  courses  to  help
working  professionals  continue  building  skills  in  marketing,  design,  business  strategy,  etc.,  at  a
fraction  of  the  cost  of  traditional  education.

3.  Positioning  yourself
The  last  piece  in  skills-focused  career  planning  is  about  positioning  yourself  to  get  opportunities  to
continue  to  refine  these  skills  (while  getting  paid).  I  often  suggest  to  people  evaluating  job
opportunities  that  they  view  themselves  as  a  consultant.  The  potential  employer  is  a  client  who
needs  help  solving  a  particular  set  of  issues  that  match  your  skill  sets.

The  most  successful  consultants  focus  on  marketing  themselves  as  a  unique  brand  and  sell  their
portfolio  rather  than  their  resume.  Consultants  continually  demonstrate  their  expertise  through
blogging  and  social  media,  as  well  as  by  speaking  and  building  a  personal  website  to  showcase
their  portfolio.

4.  Learn  before  you  earn
During  college  I  had  an  internship  with  a  consultancy  that  worked  with  startups.  My  boss  (now
mentor)  said  something  that  stuck  with  me:  “Learn  before  you  earn.”  The  idea  of  building  one’s
career  around  learning  and  acquiring  skills  develops  the  resiliency  necessary  in  today’s
unpredictable  job  market.

Ross  manages  Growth  Spark,  a  Cambridge,  MA,  based  agency  that  helps  e-commerce  companies
design  interfaces  that  convert  visitors  into  customers.  A  graduate  of  Babson  College,  he  is  a  serial
entrepreneur  in  the  technology  space  with  experience  in  digital  marketing,  business  development
and  strategic  management.

Brazen  powers  real-time,  online  events  for  leading  organizations  around  the  world.  Our  lifestyle  and
career  blog,  Brazen  Life,  offers  fun  and  edgy  ideas  for  ambitious  professionals  navigating  the
changing  world  of  work.
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The  goals  of  building  an  e-commerce  customer  lifecycle  platform  are  1)  to  make  sense  of  the

data  available;;  and  2)  to  create  a  customer-centric  data  profile  so  you  can  put  customers  first.

Taking  this  approach  to  humanizing  analytics  --  that  is,  looking  at  various  data  sources  as

people  instead  of  purchase  orders  --  can  dramatically  improve  your  customer  relationships.

[Webinar]  PCI  Security:  Are  you  Compliant  or  Complacent?

Learn  from  our  panel  of  experts  how  you  can  create  a  culture  of  security  that  not  only  keeps  your  company  compliant  and  data

secure,  but  builds  trust  with  your  customers.  Register  Today!

Successful  companies  today  run  largely  on  data  and  analytics.  The  more  precisely  you  can  measure  the  various  aspects  of  your  business,  the

better  you  can  fine-tune  its  performance.  With  e-commerce  companies  especially,  everything  can  be  measured,  which  has  provided  some

amazing  opportunities  to  improve  performance  --  but  sometimes  it  can  lead  to  issues.

Managers  either  feel  data  overload  as  a  result  of  a  firehose  of  disparate  information  coming  at  them,  or  they  focus  too  much  on  the  numbers

and  forget  that  they're  really  dealing  with  people.  In  an  effort  to  make  sense  of  the  vast  amounts  of  data  available  and  to  ensure  you  don't  lose

the  human  aspect  of  your  business,  consider  building  an  e-commerce  customer  lifecycle  platform.

The  ECLP  is  built  around  the  five  key  questions  any  e-commerce  company  needs  to  answer  to  ensure  success:

1.   How  do  you  get  people  to  your  website?  (acquisition)

2.   How  do  you  get  them  to  buy?  (conversion)

3.   How  do  you  get  them  the  product  (fulfillment)

4.   How  do  you  get  them  to  buy  again?  (retention)

5.   How  do  you  measure  and  optimize  these  activities?  (measurement)

Most  companies  have  systems  (automated  technology)  and  processes  (manual  human  workflow)  in  place  to  facilitate  each  of  these  five  areas

of  the  ECLP.  The  problem  is  that  these  systems  and  processes  rarely  communicate  with  each  other,  and  many  businesses  operate  without  a

clear  picture  across  the  customer  relationship.

At  the  core,  your  ECLP  is  about  taking  the  data  collected  and  aggregating  it  into  a  central  source  --  the  customer  dashboard.  This  customer

dashboard  is  built  around  your  individual  customers  into  customer  stories.  By  building  your  analytics  around  customer  stories,  you  capture  a

bigger-picture  view  that  helps  you  better  understand  your  customers,  their  needs,  and  how  your  brand  can  better  serve  them.  Specifically,

once  you've  established  your  ECLP,  you'll  be  able  to  do  the  following:

Determine  which  marketing  channels  are  most  profitable  for  your  business.

Identify  which  customer  groups  purchase  the  most  products.

Analyze  website  content  to  determine  what  produces  the  highest  level  of  customer  engagement.

There  are  a  number  of  ways  to  go  about  creating  your  ECLP.  Although  the  end  result  will  different  for  each  company,  there  are  three  elements

that  need  to  be  identified  before  your  ECLP  will  manifest:  your  customer  dashboard,  data  sources,  and  means  of  integration.

Selecting  a  Customer  Dashboard

Your  customer  dashboard  is  exactly  what  it  sounds  like:  a  database  of  all  your  customers.  What  differs,  though,  is  that  it  should  include  actual

and  potential  customers.  Naturally,  the  data  available  for  your  actual  customers  will  be  more  robust  than  for  potential  customers,  but  you'd  be

surprised  by  the  kind  of  information  you  can  gather  on  those  considering  their  first  purchase.

Many  companies  already  have  a  few  platforms  in  place  to  serve  as  a  customer  dashboard.  For  example,  you  might  currently  track  customer

profiles  in  your  shopping  cart  platform,  email  marketing  platform,  etc.

In  this  instance,  however,  the  goal  is  to  consolidate  these  various  customer  profiles  into  a  single  source  to  create  a  holistic  and  human  story  for

CUSTOMER  DATA



each  customer.  The  first  step  to  take  is  choosing  where  you  want  your  consolidated  customer  dashboard  to  live.  Consider  one  of  the  following

options:

Spreadsheet

Although  often  overlooked,  the  spreadsheet  is  one  of  the  most  robust  data  management  platforms  available  and  can  easily  serve  as  a  customer

dashboard.  That  said,  it's  not  for  the  faint  of  heart.

You'll  need  someone  who's  comfortable  spending  time  with  spreadsheets,  using  obscure  functions  to  merge  data,  and  combing  through  numbers

to  find  potential  insights.  It  isn't  the  most  sophisticated  option  available,  but  it's  certainly  worth  considering  given  its  flexibility  and  low-cost.

Custom  SQL  Database

For  companies  with  available  developer/programmer  resources,  creating  a  custom  SQL  database  is  a  fantastic  option.  Using  a  custom  database

will  give  you  as  much  flexibility  as  a  spreadsheet  but  more  advanced  querying  capabilities  that  might  help  build  insights  and  correlations

between  your  data  sources.

Similar  to  a  spreadsheet,  however,  this  option  works  only  for  companies  that  have  someone  comfortable  in  this  environment  and  willing  to  put

in  the  work  to  build  an  ECLP.

Shopping  Cart  Platform

One  would  assume  most  e-commerce  companies  have  some  sort  of  shopping  cart  or  e-commerce  platform  in  place  to  capture  customer  order

data.  Many  shopping  cart  platforms  provide  the  user  the  ability  to  add  custom  fields  to  customer  profiles.

With  the  right  integration,  this  provides  the  ability  to  build  a  rich  customer  story  in  one  of  the  most  important  data  sources:  where  your

customers  actually  are  purchasing  products.

Marketing  Automation  Platform

An  increasing  number  of  e-commerce  companies  are  expanding  beyond  basic  email  newsletters  into  the  world  of  marketing  automation.

Marketing  automation  delivers  tailored  email  content  to  customers  based  on  a  wide  range  of  rules  and  systems.

This  ensures  higher  engagement  with  customers  via  email  and  provides  a  rich  source  of  information  tied  to  one  of  the  most  important  customer

identifiers:  email  addresses.  Similar  to  many  shopping  cart  platforms,  some  marketing  automation  platforms  allow  custom  fields  to  be  added

to  customer  profiles.

Customer  Relationship  Management  Platform

Although  often  pegged  as  a  sales  tool  for  service  companies  and  not  necessarily  e-commerce,  CRMs  provide  highly  customizable  profiling

capabilities  around  individual  customers.

Similar  to  shopping  carts  and  marketing  automation  platforms,  the  right  CRM,  with  appropriate  integration,  will  append  additional  information

to  customer  profiles.

Identifying  Your  Data  Sources

Once  you've  chosen  a  customer  dashboard  and  where  you'll  consolidate  customer  data,  the  next  step  is  to  identify  exactly  where  all  that  data  is

coming  from.  Recall  the  five  questions  posed  in  the  e-commerce  customer  lifecycle  framework  when  thinking  about  which  data  sources  to

aggregate.  Based  on  that  model,  consider  the  following:

Acquisition

Acquisition  is  how  you  drive  traffic  to  your  website.  It  relates  directly  to  your  online  and  offline  marketing  channels,  but  the  most  common

include  search  engine  optimization,  paid  online  advertising,  social  media  and  public  relations.

Conversion

Conversion  is  about  how  you  turn  visitors  into  customers.  This  includes  content  and  the  design  of  your  website,  as  well  as  additional  outside

sales  channels.  When  evaluating  content  and  design,  measure  conversion  funnels  that  provide  insight  into  when  potential  customers  drop  out  of

the  buying  process.

Fulfillment

Fulfillment  is  how  you  deliver  products  to  your  customers.  Much  of  this  data  stems  from  shopping  carts  or  e-commerce  platforms  such  as  order

status.  In  addition,  pull  in  data  on  operational  costs  associated  with  fulfillment,  such  as  shipping,  packaging  and  warehousing.

Retention

Retention  is  about  how  you  service  customers  and  get  them  to  come  back  for  additional  purchases.  We  see  support  systems  and  email

marketing  systems  as  the  two  primary  data  sources  for  this  phase.

Measurement

Naturally,  measure  at  each  step  in  this  framework.  However,  measurement  can  provide  data  on  top  of  data.  Examples  include  conversion

optimization  and  A/B  testing  platforms,  as  well  as  social-graphing  customer  profiles  using  email  addresses  or  social  media  handles.

Pulling  It  All  Together
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Once  you've  identified  the  data  sources  to  aggregate  and  the  respective  platforms  from  which  you'll  pull  data,  the  final  step  is  to  figure  out  the

method  by  which  that  data  will  be  extracted  and  aggregated  by  your  customer  dashboard.  Following  are  three  potential  methods  for

aggregating  data:

Manual  Export/Import

Although  likely  to  be  incredibly  painstaking,  there  is  always  the  option  of  aggregating  data  manually.  By  designing  a  workflow/process  for

someone  in  your  team  to  manage,  you  can  set  up  a  schedule  to  export  data  from  each  data  source  and  import  it  into  your  customer  dashboard.

This  is  a  reliable  first  step  in  prototyping  an  ECLP,  as  it  allows  you  to  figure  out  which  data  is  most  important  and  how  you'll  best  benefit  from

the  ECLP.  When  you  find  yourself  doing  something  this  tedious,  it  helps  you  ruthlessly  prioritize  which  data  is  most  important  --  a  great  way  to

ensure  your  ECLP  doesn't  get  bloated.

API  Data  Syncing

There  are  a  number  of  great  tools  available  that  sync  data  between  two  or  more  platforms  via  API  integrations.  Using  one  of  these  syncing

platforms  provides  the  quickest  way  of  building  an  ECLP  without  the  headache  involved  in  doing  things  manually.

One  drawback,  however,  is  that  you're  limited  by  the  APIs  your  sync  platform  supports.  In  other  words,  if  you  want  to  pull  from  a  data  source

they  don't  have,  you're  out  of  luck.

Custom  API  Integration

The  most  robust  method  of  building  your  ECLP  is  to  work  with  a  developer  capable  of  creating  custom  integrations  between  your  data  sources

and  customer  dashboard  via  the  APIs  your  data  sources  provide.

This  will  ensure  getting  exactly  the  data  wanted,  but  it  likely  will  prove  the  most  costly.  However,  there  are  a  number  of  APIs  for  APIs  that

make  developing  these  integrations  easier  --  and  apparently  more  meta!

In  the  end,  remember  that  the  goals  of  building  an  ECLP  are  1)  to  make  sense  of  the  data  available;;  and  2)  to  create  a  customer-centric  data

profile  so  you  can  put  customers  first.

Taking  this  approach  to  humanizing  analytics  --  that  is,  looking  at  various  data  sources  as  people  instead  of  purchase  orders  --  can  dramatically

improve  your  customer  relationships.  

Ross  Beyeler  is  the  founder  of  Growth  Spark,  which  helps  e-commerce  companies  design  interfaces  that  convert  visitors  into  customers,  implement  technology  to

streamline  operations  and  use  analytics  to  guide  marketing  decisions.
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Over the past few months, we’ve been asking ourselves some hard questions regarding how we’re

running our agency. One of the biggest challenges we’ve experienced has always been managing project

timelines. When we analyzed our custom-designed website projects, we found most took in the

neighborhood of 250 hours. Assuming that time is split between a project manager, a designer and a

developer, we theoretically should be able to push these projects out in roughly six weeks. Yet, we

constantly saw projects taking 12, 18 to even 24 weeks.
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It was a massively frustrating experience for our clients and us. Digging deeper, we found the primary

cause of these delays was always one of the following:

Clients wanting to go ‘back to the drawing board’ on design decisions that were made earlier in the

design process.
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Getting feedback from too many sources (other than the actual user) and experiencing the ‘design by

committee’ effect.

Clients ‘sweating the small stuff’ and obsessing with small tweaks that aren’t core to the user

experience.

Noting this, we knew we had to make some changes. We needed to focus on speed without

compromising quality. So we looked at how we executed projects and adjusted our process from design

based on making assumptions to design based on testing assumptions. Specifically, we learned four

lessons that have become the core of our design process:

Benchmark Your Success

Before you can determine whether a new design is successful, it’s critical that you define success. In the

case of SaaS and E-Commerce, success equals shopper conversion. Although many platforms, such as

Shopify, have analytics baked into their features, implementing more advanced analytic tools ensures

you’re measuring conversion correctly and completely. Luckily, tools such as Google Analytics and

MixPanel make this implementation relatively painless. Once configured, you’re able to not only accurately

measure conversion rates and, therefore, benchmark success, but also gain additional insights that can

drive design strategy. Particularly, we like to analyze the existing paths/funnels that customers are using to

discover and purchase products. We’ll often re-design a website around one or two existing funnels our

clients might not have even known existed.

Speak to Your (Prospective) Customers

An often-overlooked source of design inspiration, and a way to cut through broad assumptions, is to

speak directly with your customers. One tricky aspect, however, is the bias that is often inherent in

interviewing existing customers who have purchased your product or service. When presenting new

design ideas or asking questions relative to your website, they’re not going to provide the same level of

feedback a prospective customer, who’s in the middle of the buying process, might offer. One tool we’re

experimenting with to capture real (and often brutal) feedback from prospective customers is Qualaroo.

Qualaroo lets you prompt visitors with a brief one-question ‘survey’ to gain insight on how you might be

able to better serve their buying process. Naturally these insights provide a huge leg-up in your design

process and assumptions.

Prioritize Your Work

One thing that we used to get caught up on with was on designing ‘too much.’ Building 1000+ page

websites, you find yourself designing dozens of templates. When we actually took the time to review the

analytics for these websites, however, we found customers spent around 80% of their time on only 20%

of the pages (Pareto Principle). When we dug into these 20% of pages, we realized we could cut our

design work from dozens of templates to a handful that truly impacted the customer experience. We’ve

now started to ruthlessly prioritize the scope of any project to ensure we’re launching the least amount

necessary to create the greatest impact.

Test Your Assumptions

With some of our larger projects, it wasn’t until after we’d gone through the entire design process, and

finished all of the backend development, that we’d be able to finally receive customer feedback on the new

website. This means we were months into a project before we knew whether our assumptions around our

customers were accurate. We’ve now started ‘testing’ our assumptions during the design process by

utilizing A/B testing tools such as Optimizely to launch individual variations of ‘core’ templates we identified

having the most impact on experience. This allows us to test a new homepage idea to ensure it produces

the results we expect before officially launching.

Combining all of the strategies above, we’ve been able to cut the design/development cycle done from

months to weeks on a number of projects while increasing the effectiveness of our designs. By involving

customers in the process, prioritizing the work you do, and testing all of your assumptions, you too can

design like a hare!
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Analytics E-commerce Industries

3 steps to building a platform for
strong customer relationships

By Ross Beyeler

Founder, GrowthSpark

Sophisticated e-commerce companies employ automated systems to produce data to improve

performance, but balancing the data fire hose while not losing sight of customers requires

building an E-Commerce Customer Lifecycle Platform (ECLP).

ECLPs aggregate data into a central source – a customer dashboard – built around customer

stories, to capture a detailed picture of customers’ needs and how to best serve them. Once

you’ve established an ECLP:

Determine your most profitable marketing channels.

Identify which customer groups purchase most.

Determine what web content produces the highest customer engagement.

Although results will differ for each company, three elements need to be identified to build a

ECLP:

1. Selecting a Customer Dashboard 

The customer dashboard is a database of actual and potential customers. The goal is to

consolidate all customer profiles into a single source. First, choose where your customer

dashboard will “live.” Although there are many options, consider:

Excel: A robust data management platform that’s not for the faint-of-heart but is worth
considering given its flexibility and low-cost.

Custom SQL Database: For companies with developer resources, a custom SQL database
provides flexibility plus advanced querying capabilities to enhance insights.
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Shopping cart platform: Shopping carts capture customer order data and many allow the
addition of custom fields. With the right integration, you can build a rich customer story where
your customers are actually purchasing.

Marketing automation platform: Increasingly, e-commerce companies are expanding into
the world of marketing automation to deliver tailored content, which ensures higher customer
engagement and provides a rich source of information tied their email addresses.

Customer relationship management platform: CRMs provide customizable profiling
capabilities. An integrated CRM will append additional information to customer profiles.

2. Identifying Your Data Sources

Once you’ve chosen a customer dashboard, identify the data source. Consider:

Acquisition—driving traffic to your website: This relates to on and offline marketing

channels, including search engine optimization, paid online advertising, social media and public

relations.

Conversion—turning visitors into customers: This includes website design and content, as

well as outside sales channels. Measure conversion funnels for insights into where potential

customers abandon the buying process.

Fulfillment—delivering products: This data stems from e-commerce platforms. Pull data on

operational costs associated with fulfillment –shipping, packaging and warehousing.

Retention—enticing customers to return for additional purchases: Support systems and

email marketing systems are primary data sources.

Measure—each step in this framework. Measurement provides data on top of data,

including conversion optimization, A/B testing platforms, and social graphing using email

addresses or social media.

3. Pulling It Together

With data sources identified, aggregate source platforms and select the method for data

extraction by your customer dashboard. Here’s three methods for aggregating data:

Manual export /  import: Painstaking, but you can aggregate data manuall, the best first step
in prototyping an ECLP. Ruthlessly prioritize data to ensure the ECLP isn’t bloated.

API data syncing: Various tools can sync data between platforms via API integrations. A
syncing platform is the quickest way to build an ECLP, but you are limited by the APIs
supported.

Custom API integration: The most robust method of building an ECLP is to work with a
developer to create custom integrations between data sources and your customer dashboard.
This captures exactly the data wanted, but is usually the most costly approach.

The goal of building an ECLP is to make sense of the available data to create a customer-centric

data profile. Looking at various data sources as people instead of purchase orders will humanize

your analytics—and dramatically improve your customer relationships.

Ross Beyeler manages Growth Spark, a Cambridge, MA, based agency that helps e-Commerce
companies design interfaces that convert visitors into customers, implement technology to
streamline operations and use analytics to guide marketing decisions. Beyeler has been a serial
entrepreneur in the technology space with experience ranging from digital marketing, business
development and strategic management. 
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I  Just  Raised  Money  On  Kickstarter,  Now
What?
Posted  by  Contributor  on  7/09/14  •  Categorized  as  Advice  For  The  Young  At  Heart

by  Ross  Beyeler,  founder  of  Growth  Spark

Spend  just  a  few  minutes  browsing  websites  such  as
Kickstarter,  Indiegogo  or  Dragon  Innovation  and  you’ll
witness  a  renaissance  in  DIY  entrepreneurship.
What’s  often  been  labeled  the  ‘Maker  Movement’,
we’re  in  a  time  when  independent  designers,
developers,  tinkerers  and  engineers  can  come  up  with
a  unique  offering  and  within  a  few  days  have
hundreds  of  thousands  of  people  backing  them  online



through  these  crowdfunding  platforms.  In  fact,  over  $2.7  billion  was  pledged  to  over  a  million
crowdfunding  campaigns  in  2012.

So  what’s  driving  the  interest  in  Crowdfunding?  Some  of  the  primary  reasons  so  many  businesses
have  turned  to  it  include:

-  Prove  Market  Demand:  Determine  whether  a  potential  customer  base  exists  before  producing
your  product.

-  Test  Positioning:  See  what  marketing  messages  resonate  behind  your  product.

-  Fund  R&D:  Bootstrapped  raising  funds  is  far  ‘cheaper’  than  debt  or  equity.

-  Develop  an  Initial  Audience:  Tap  into  a  large  existing  community  of  potential  customers  who
could  evangelize  your  product  even  before  launch.

Delivery  Issues.

If  your  campaign  goes  well,  however,  what  happens  when  it’s  time  to  deliver?  For  many  people
running  crowdfunding  campaigns,  there’s  a  bit  of  an  ‘oh  sh*t’  moment  when  the  campaign
concludes  and  you  have  to  start  building  a  business  that  can  deliver  on  your  promises.  We  spoke
with  two  companies,  CogniTea  and  OnHand,  which  have  run  successful  crowdfunding
campaigns  about  their  experiences  with  the  steps  one  must  take  after  a  campaign  has  wrapped.
Although  every  business  is  unique,  there  are  three  major  areas  must  be  considered  when
transitioning  into  the  business  setup  phase:

Converting  Supporters  to  Customers.

Once  your  campaign  has  closed  successfully,  the  most  important  realization  is  that  you  now  need
to  build  a  business,  and  with  a  business  comes  customers.  Your  supporters  have  become  your  first
initial  customers  and  will,  hopefully,  turn  into  long-term  loyalists  who  will  continue  to  promote  your
business.  Alex,  from  CogniTea,  says,  “The  first  step  after  your  campaign  has  closed  is  to  thank
those  who  contributed.  You  have  to  reach  out  and  be  like  –  thank  you  guys,  we’re  so  jazzed  up!”
Once  you’ve  done  that  ,  it’s  crucial  to  set  the  right  expectations  around  fulfillment  and
communications  going  forward.  Give  them  a  timeline  and  make  sure  they  understand  that  things
could  potentially  ‘go  wrong’  during  the  few  weeks/months  following  your  campaign  and  that  you
value  their  support  above  all.



Tactically,  you’ll  want  to  establish  a  few  ‘communication  channels’  to  facilitate  marketing  and
support.  If  you  haven’t  done  so  already,  set  up  a  profile  on  the  social  media  websites  your
customers  value.  Export  your  customer  list  from  your  crowdfunding  platform  and  start  building  a
proper  email  database  on  a  platform  such  as  MailChimp .  Finally,  consider  setting  up  a  ‘support
system’  to  handle  inquiries  about  specific  orders  using  a  platform  such  as  HelpScout.  Most
importantly,  use  these  various  ‘channels’  to  continue  telling  the  story  your  customers  were
originally  ‘sold  using  video  and  photography  to  share  behind-the-scenes  action.  They  believed  in
your  mission/idea  and  want  nothing  more  than  to  be  a  part  of  its  development.

Building  Out  Operations  and  Fulfilling  Orders.

The  real  ‘work’  post-campaign  is  building  your  operations  and  determining  how  to  fulfill  customer
orders.  Jeff,  from  OnHand,  shares,  “there  is  a  lot  that  goes  into  the  ongoing  marketing  and  PR
efforts  for  you  campaign,  especially  in  highlighting  the  mentions  you  receive.  But  fulfillment
becomes  the  real  part  of  it.  Like,  okay  we  got  this  done,  now  let’s  sort  it  out.”  Putting  production
aside  (as  that  varies  greatly  between  companies),  let’s  look  at  the  core  elements  behind  your
operations.

First,  get  a  ‘handle’  on  all  of  your  orders.  Export  them  into  a  CSV  and  consider  either  tracking
status  via  Excel  or  using  a  ‘fulfillment  management  platform’  such  as  ShipStation.  Jeff  stressed
not  to  “overlook  the  hidden  costs  of  shipping”  as  they  add  up  very  quickly.  It’s  not  just  postage  but
boxes,  packaging  materials,  packing  slips,  personalized  notes/extras  and  any  specialty  tracking  or
insurance.  These  costs  only  increase  for  international  orders,  an  area  that  Alex  said,  “can  really
surprise  you  if  you’re  not  prepared.”  In  prioritizing  the  work,  Jeff  recommends  tackling  the  ‘easy’
orders  first  and  then  allocating  more  attention  to  ‘tricky’  order  such  as  multi-product  or  international.
The  best  thing  you  can  do  is  to  ship  early,  so  push  as  hard  as  you  can  through  the  initial  fulfillment
process.

Establishing  Sustainable  Sales  Channels.

Something  that  can’t  be  overlooked  throughout  is  that  your  crowdfunding  campaign,  for  most
people,  is  just  the  start.  The  real  challenge  is  in  building  a  long-term,  sustainable  sales  channel.
However,  much  of  the  campaign  process  can  be  leveraged  into  the  ‘foundation’  of  a  sustainable
business.  The  most  successful  campaigns  are  built  around  a  great  story,  where  that  story  might  be
attached  to  a  specific  ‘brand  identity’.  Realize  that  the  campaign  can  provide  tremendous  insight
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There is no doubt that speed is a major concern for most clients. Everyone wants his or her
project done "yesterday." This is especially true for ecommerce companies, which are often
subjected to radical buying cycles due to seasonality or product novelty. Getting to market
and hitting deadlines is vital to success. So how do you help a client achieve his goals while
moving as quickly as possible? It starts with understanding, and ruthlessly prioritizing,



project requirements.

As most of us know, there is a wide-variety of requirements that impact the scope of a new
website – content production, original photography, feature development, integration of
third-party platforms, etc. However, one of the greatest influencers on a project scope,
budget, and timetable, is the number of unique templates to design and code.

The Template Tangle

Most websites are built on some type of content management system that uses a number
of templates to control how content appears and functions. To get a good sense for the
different templates on your website, simply take a look at your homepage, product pages,
and blog posts - you'll notice each of the three types of pages have different layouts. But
product-to-product or post-to-post they look very similar because they're using the same
templates to manage the structure or layout of the page's respective content.

Knowing that templates are one of the primary drivers of project cost or time, we naturally
assumed there must be a smarter way of tackling them to increase production efficiencies.
However, the old "Project Management Triangle" states that there are three constraints to a
project: good, fast, and cheap. Unfortunately you can only pick two. But when timing is
critical, good becomes the "minimum" requirement, and everyone tries to be as efficient as
possible. So what do you do?

80 /20 Rules

We've identified a smarter way of tackling projects by tapping into the 80/20 Rule, or Pareto
Principle, which states that a majority of output comes from a minority of input. A common
example is that most businesses generate 80% of their profits from 20% of their
customers. When applying this principle to a website, we've seen some interesting data
from Google Analytics. For most of our clients, we see that a majority of time spent on their
website (engagement) is spent on a minority of pages. These pages typically include: the
homepage, product/service pages, pricing pages, and inquiry/transaction pages. Outside of
this you might have hundreds of landing pages, blog posts, FAQs, feature explanations,
etc. However, only a fraction of time is spent on these sections of the website.

To manage the cost/time of any project scope, simply identify which templates handle the
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It would be great if there was a handy tool that could tell you what tweaks to make to your
landing page to get more leads, more shares, and more customers. But until that day,

content for the 'minority of pages' identified by the 80/20 analysis. You might need to
design one or two dozen templates for all of your website content, but that usually only
three or four correspond to the 20% of the core templates. We then structure the project
around applying custom design and development to these core templates and use more
standardized designs and functionality for the non-core templates. This process
significantly reduces overall project time and project cost without sacrificing any of the 20%
of experience that produces 80% of the results. I would encourage digital agencies to
engage in a similar process of prioritizing requirements, specifically templates, to better
navigate the issue of cost and speed for any web-based project.
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into  the  positioning  of  your  product  and  how  you  might  tweak  your  story  or  brand  identity  going
forward.  Use  these  insights  when  starting  to  craft  the  ‘larger’  presence  for  your  company.

Naturally,  the  first  ‘concrete’  step  you’ll  take  in  establishing  a  sustainable  sales  channel  will  be  in
giving  your  customers  a  way  to  purchase  your  products.  As  you  continue  to  offer  new  products,  and
new  customers  are  introduced  to  your  brand,  you’ll  want  to  make  it  as  easy  as  possible  for  them  to
pay  you!  Building  an  initial  e-commerce  website  can  be  as  easy  as  setting  up  a  Shopify  store.
Luckily,  many  of  the  other  platforms  you’ve  been  setting  up  (i.e.  ShipStation,  MailChimp,
HelpScout,  etc.)  all  tie-in  directly  with  platforms  like  Shopify,  making  your  ‘business’  a  lot  easier  to
manage.

Good  Luck!

The  work  that  goes  into  running  a  successful  crowdfunding  campaign  is  not  to  be  under-estimated,
but  neither  is  the  work  that  goes  into  building  the  business  that  follows.  This  discussion  can  serve
as  a  guide  to  thinking  about  the  ‘now  what’  after  your  campaign  has  concluded.  As  more
entrepreneurs  turn  to  crowdfunding,  surely  additional  tools  will  emerge  for  this  ecosystem.  As  Alex
shared,  “I  think  it’s  a  very  valuable  experience  and  it’s  something  that  in  the  last  three  or  four  years
has  really  transformed  how  entrepreneurs  launch  businesses.”
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Are You Selling a Product or a
Mission?
Written by Ross Beyeler / Featured in: Business, Column / 07.09.2014.

When arriving to a company website, it’s safe to assume that the homepage will tell quite a bit about its

positioning and goals. Naturally, most for-profit companies will make selling products a primary focus.

However, the way in which companies structure their messaging to sell can be quite in teresting.

Brands often lean towards using one of two types of marketing messaging: Product Marketing or Mission

Marketing. The difference between Product and Mission Marketing are important, so let’s walk-through a

few examples of each and discuss the impact of one versus the other.

Understanding Product Marketing

Product Marketing focuses on highlighting the features and benefits of the products to be sold. It uses

promotional messaging to drive customers to action. That action is primarily intended to be purchases but

can include secondary actions such as joining a mailing list or following the company. Even in with these

secondary channels the content will likely sway towards the promotional side. In Product Marketing, the

messaging tends to be more quantitative and focused on highlighting sales and pricing incentives, repeat

purchasing benefits, loyalty programs and in-store product placement. Another way to frame Product

Marketing is with the question: What does this product do for you (the customer)? Below are two

examples of companies that embody Product Marketing:
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Best Buy

When first arriving at the Best Buy website, the visitor is immediately hit with some half-dozen messages

related to product sales and incentives. The site’s navigation is structured around their different product

categories. Even the secondary areas, outside the core product navigation, are additional purchasing-

related activities such as ‘gifts’, ‘orders’, ‘shops & deals’, etc. There is little to no information surrounding

Best Buy’s mission or values as a company. Rather, they focus their attention on promotional messaging

to drive customers to purchase.

Target



When arriving at the Target website, the visitor is hit with a number of purchasing-related messages. The

site’s navigation has almost exactly the same structure as Best Buy with a focus on driving customers to

the product categories. The same secondary areas exist, such as ‘find a store’, ‘weekly ad’, ‘gift card’, etc.,

but they do a slightly better job of highlighting their REDcard offer (but even that is only a tiny link). Target’s

primary focus is also on promotional messaging to drive purchases.

Understanding Mission Marketing

Mission Marketing focuses on highlighting the values and impact a company’s products represent and

uses inspirational messaging to drive customers to action. That action might also be focused on

purchasing, but often primarily emphasizes secondary actions such as joining a mailing list or following the

company on social media. Even in those secondary channels, it’s likely that the content sways towards the

promotional side. The messaging tends to be more qualitative and focused on highlighting cause

education and awareness generation, building communities of like-minded people and inspirational figures

embodying the product lifestyle. Another way to frame Mission Marketing is with the question: How does

this product make you (the customer) feel? Below are two examples of companies that embody Mission

Marketing:

TOMS Shoes



When arriving at the TOMS website, the visitor is immediately drawn to the front-and-center ‘One for One‘

banner. TOMS places great emphasis on one of their social causes, donating one pair of shoes for every

pair of shoes sold, that was responsible for much of their early traction. TOMS has often been profiled as a

leading socially-conscious brand and a pioneer of the ‘one for one’ model, which has been replicated by

companies like Warby Parker. They tie their content strategy (i.e. social media and blogging) to promoting

the larger ‘mission’ their company embodies: Helping address the issues of poverty and the promotion of

social entrepreneurship. Spend time navigating the site and you’re bound to see many messages about

corporate responsibility.

Patagonia

Although, when arriving at the Patagonia website, the messaging isn’t as direct as TOMS, it only takes a

moment exploring the navigation to see the emphasis on their larger mission of environmentalism and

sustainable manufacturing. The ‘Inside Patagonia’ section leads users to an area where different initiatives

are highlighted, including Vote the Environment, Common Threads, The Footprint Chronicles , and

Sustainable Apparel Coalition. Patagonia has also been hailed as a leader in social entrepreneurship and

has even registered as a B-Corporation (Benefits Corporation). Similar to TOMS, much of Patagonia’s
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content highlights their social efforts or the lifestyle their products embody, such as their #Find_Away

campaign.
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Deciding on a Product Focus vs. Mission Focus

Broadly, it seems as though some companies are naturally geared towards Product Marketing versus

Mission Marketing. Product Marketing works well for companies that sell price-focused commodities or a

wide-range of product types, while Mission Marketing works well for companies that sell proprietary

branded products or a narrow product range. Regardless, here are a few factors to consider when

evaluating one marketing focus versus the other:

Measurable

Given that Product Marketing is more focused on the quantitative (i.e. product sales, pricing discounts,

etc.), it’s easier to measure its impact on the bottom line. Running new messaging focused on pricing

discounts can easily be correlated to new revenue. In addition, messaging can be ‘tested’ using methods

such as A/B testing to see how different promotions affect consumer behavior. On the Mission Marketing

side, however, it’s harder to measure the direct impact your larger missions have on revenue. Messaging

can’t be altered and, therefore, tested as quickly as promotions-focused messaging otherwise one runs

the risk of consumers not believing the messaging to be authentic. Customers won’t trust a brand that

often changes its beliefs.

Adaptable

Mission Marketing bodes well for capitalizing on consumer trends, such as a shift towards organic, locally-

sourced or sustainably-created products. However, similar to the ‘measurable’ factor, it’s important not to

run the risk of losing perceived authenticity by changing focus and jumping from one trend to the next.

Product Marketing provides some flexibility in the form of ‘economic trends’ and allows companies to

move specific products more aggressively as consumer purchasing patterns change (i.e. due to

seasonality, product popularity, etc.)

Differentiable

Product Marketing is often harder to employ as a means of differentiation as any company can offer similar

pricing incentives or sales. Focusing one’s messaging on the larger mission allows companies to craft a

unique story that can’t be similarly mimicked by competitors. It also lends itself to unique content that has

the potential to go ‘viral’ with the right consumer audience.

In the end, every company has to make the decision regarding how they want to position themselves and

where they will focus their messaging. Naturally things aren’t black-and-white and companies can draw on

elements of both marketing types. The key is to stay consistent so as to not lose perceived authenticity

with their audience.
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Never Shop Again: The Future Of Subscription E-Commerce
By Ross Beyeler, Published on September 29, 2014

by Ross Beyeler, Founder, president of Growth Spark

What if you never needed to “shop” again? Over the past few years, there’s been a huge rise in
subscription e-commerce companies that are aiming to redefine the traditional idea of shopping.
Some claim to eliminate the need to shop for clothes, or allow you to never make another stop at
the drug store.

So what are the types of emerging subscription e-commerce companies and how are they trying
to position themselves in the market while competing against e-commerce behemoths such as
Amazon? Here are three models we’ve seen gain major ground:

Product Discovery
Commodity Automation
Try Before You Buy

Keeping up with the Joneses: Product discovery

The most popular model in the subscription e-commerce space seems to be that of ‘product discovery.’ For a monthly rate, you’ll receive a box of goodies
from a variety of brands or different products from a single brand. The idea is that you’ll get exposure to a lot of things you might not ordinarily buy, and all
at low-cost.

One of the most popular companies in this market today is Birchbox, which provides a monthly sample of women’s beauty products (now men’s health
products too). They source samples from hundreds of vendors and assemble each month’s box where you then have the opportunity to re-purchase
specific items. On the other side of product discovery are companies like NatureBox, which have white-labeled their own products but offer a similar
monthly samplers’of natural snack foods.

So what will make these product discover companies stand out and win the hearts of consumers? We’ve found three competitive advantages:

Huge margins on samples: Birchbox has enough clout and audience where beauty supply companies are willing to send sample-sized products
*for free* to get in front of paying consumers. You can’t beat the margins on *free* when you’re sending a monthly subscription good! This allows
Birchbox to keep the cost to consumers low so they’re happy to stay subscribed.

White-label those products: NatureBox keeps itself insulated from behemoths like Amazon because all of their products are white-labeled! They
won’t lose in the ‘price war’ when they’re the only one on the market selling their products. The same goes for any co-branded ‘exclusives’ that pop
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up similar to some of the ‘themed’ boxes BirchBox has offered.

Define your niche: Knowing your consumer and competitive landscape by defining a specific niche is key. This allows you deeper penetration into a
market by tailoring marketing and operations specifically around audience wants.

Set it and forget it: Commodity automation

A harder area to compete in but one that has no lack of participants is the ‘commodity automation’ space. Here you’re seeing people ‘reinvent’ the basics,
such as shaving equipment and underwear. The sell for consumers is that you’re either getting a huge price advantage or simply a convenience advantage
by never again needing to go to the corner store for toilet paper. One company that has made a splash in this space is Dollar Shave Club, whose viral
YouTube video skyrocketed their product early on. Another company we’ve seen pop up is Manpacks, which promises men all of the basics each and
every month.

So what will make these commodity automation companies stand out and keep their customers happy? We’ve found three competitive advantages:

Make me laugh: Dollar Shave Club cracked some sort of code with their video marketing and turned it into thousands of paying customers. They
focused on creating entertaining content paired with a quality product to engage customers who otherwise don’t think much of their shaving needs.

Throw it all together: Whether there’s a price advantage, convenience factor or simply something neat about getting everything you need for one
area of your life, people like getting products ‘bundled’ together. There is something appealing to a guy in not having to think about your bathroom or
kitchen as you know all those goodies will be coming from one place.

Keep my costs low: No matter what, price will always be a major factor with commodity goods. No matter how funny your marketing, you have to
have market-level or below pricing to keep people from making their weekly trip to Walmart.

Try before you buy: Product demoing

The final emerging model in the subscription e-commerce space is a bit more hands-on. With ‘product demoing’ you actually take the traditional retail
experience of trying on clothes or jewelry, directly to your home.

Here, a company sends a monthly box of goods to try, but instead of consuming them right there (as with food or beauty products), you get a ‘trial period’ to
use them before you are charged. If you decide you don’t want to keep them, simply send them back. Two examples in this space are: Trunkclub, which
provides men an assortment of fashion items tailored to their style, and RocksBox, which provides women a sampling of jewelry items to try.

So what will make these product demo companies make a mark on their customers? We’ve found three competitive advantages:

Know thy (users) self: The key to getting customers to buy products is to make sure the products fit their personal brand or style. For fashion
companies, it’s essential to have a clear understanding of the type of ‘look’ your user is going after. This insight comes from extensive surveying and
profiling to match mood, body type, personality quirks, etc.

Ring for help: Typically the monthly charge to receive a ‘demo box’ is fairly low, but the goods actually being shipped tend to be on the ‘premium’
side of pricing. With any premium-level product, people expect premium-level service. The best companies in this space are ones that shift their
thinking from ‘customer support’ to ‘concierge-level service’ and proactively engage with their clientele.

What else have you got?: If you’re going to send a new array of products every month, you’ve got to make sure those products are fresh! Having a
diverse inventory to consistently provide new options to your customers that meet their unique profile is key to successful purchase conversion.

As the subscription e-commerce space continues to evolve, we’ll see new business models emerge. Regardless, success will always stem from an
obsession to differentiate yourself and create a personalized experience for your customers.
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By Ross Beyeler

Founder, president of Growth Spark

What if you never needed to “shop” again? Over the past few years, there’s been a huge rise in

subscription e-commerce companies that are aiming to redefine the traditional idea of shopping.

Some claim to eliminate the need to shop for clothes, or allow you to never make another stop at

the drug store.

So what are the types of emerging subscription e-commerce companies and how are they trying

to position themselves in the market while competing against e-commerce behemoths such as

Amazon? Here are three models we’ve seen gain major ground:

Product Discovery

Commodity Automation

Try Before You Buy

Keeping Up with the Joneses: Product Discovery

The most popular model in the subscription e-commerce space seems to be that of ‘product

discovery.’ For a monthly rate, you’ll receive a box of goodies from a variety of brands or different

products from a single brand. The idea is that you’ll get exposure to a lot of things you might not

ordinarily buy, and all at low-cost.

One of the most popular companies in this market today is Birchbox, which provides a monthly

sample of women’s beauty products (now men’s health products too). They source samples from

hundreds of vendors and assemble each month’s box where you then have the opportunity to re-

purchase specific items. On the other side of product discovery are companies like NatureBox,

which have white-labeled their own products but offer a similar monthly samplers’of natural
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snack foods.

So what will make these product discover companies stand out and win the hearts of consumers?

We’ve found three competitive advantages:

Huge Margins on Samples: Birchbox has enough clout and audience where beauty supply
companies are willing to send sample-sized products *for free* to get in front of paying
consumers. You can’t beat the margins on *free* when you’re sending a monthly subscription
good! This allows Birchbox to keep the cost to consumers low so they’re happy to stay
subscribed.

White-Label Those Products: NatureBox keeps itself insulated from behemoths like Amazon
because all of their products are white-labeled! They won’t lose in the ‘price war’ when they’re
the only one on the market selling their products. The same goes for any co-branded
‘exclusives’ that pop up similar to some of the ‘themed’ boxes BirchBox has offered.

Define Your Niche: Knowing your consumer and competitive landscape by defining a specific
niche is key. This allows you deeper penetration into a market by tailoring marketing and
operations specifically around audience wants.

Set It and Forget It: Commodity Automation

A harder area to compete in but one that has no lack of participants is the ‘commodity

automation’ space. Here you’re seeing people ‘reinvent’ the basics, such as shaving equipment

and underwear. The sell for consumers is that you’re either getting a huge price advantage or

simply a convenience advantage by never again needing to go to the corner store for toilet paper.

One company that has made a splash in this space is Dollar Shave Club, whose viral YouTube

video skyrocketed their product early on. Another company we’ve seen pop up is Manpacks,

which promises men all of the basics each and every month.

So what will make these commodity automation companies stand out and keep their customers

happy? We’ve found three competitive advantages:

Make Me Laugh: Dollar Shave Club cracked some sort of code with their video marketing and
turned it into thousands of paying customers. They focused on creating entertaining content
paired with a quality product to engage customers who otherwise don’t think much of their
shaving needs.

Throw it All Together: Whether there’s a price advantage, convenience factor or simply
something neat about getting everything you need for one area of your life, people like getting
products ‘bundled’ together. There is something appealing to a guy in not having to think
about your bathroom or kitchen as you know all those goodies will be coming from one place.

Keep My Costs Low: No matter what, price will always be a major factor with commodity
goods. No matter how funny your marketing, you have to have market-level or below pricing to
keep people from making their weekly trip to Walmart.

Try Before You Buy: Product Demoing

The final emerging model in the subscription e-commerce space is a bit more hands-on. With

‘product demoing’ you actually take the traditional retail experience of trying on clothes or

jewelry, directly to your home.

Here, a company sends a monthly box of goods to try, but instead of consuming them right there

(as with food or beauty products), you get a ‘trial period’ to use them before you are charged. If

you decide you don’t want to keep them, simply send them back. Two examples in this space are:

Trunkclub, which provides men an assortment of fashion items tailored to their style, and

RocksBox, which provides women a sampling of jewelry items to try.

So what will make these product demo companies make a mark on their customers? We’ve found

three competitive advantages:

Know Thy (Users)  Self: The key to getting customers to buy products is to make sure the
products fit their personal brand or style. For fashion companies, it’s essential to have a clear
understanding of the type of ‘look’ your user is going after. This insight comes from extensive
surveying and profiling to match mood, body type, personality quirks, etc.

Ring for Help: Typically the monthly charge to receive a ‘demo box’ is fairly low, but the
goods actually being shipped tend to be on the ‘premium’ side of pricing. With any premium-
level product, people expect premium-level service. The best companies in this space are ones
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that shift their thinking from ‘customer support’ to ‘concierge-level service’ and proactively
engage with their clientele.

What Else Have You Got?: If you’re going to send a new array of products every month,
you’ve got to make sure those products are fresh! Having a diverse inventory to consistently
provide new options to your customers that meet their unique profile is key to successful
purchase conversion.

As the subscription e-commerce space continues to evolve, we’ll see new business models

emerge. Regardless, success will always stem from an obsession to differentiate yourself and

create a personalized experience for your customers.
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The  best  way  to  start  a  small  business?  Don’t  start  a  business!

By  Ross  Beyeler
Founder,  Growth  Spark

You  have  an  idea,  a  design  or  a  prototype.  You’re  interested  in  diving  into  the  startup  world  and  want  to  try  selling  this  thing.  The  first  step  in  starting  a  business  –
don’t  try  to  start  a  business.  This  early  on,  you’ve  likely  built  something  that  interests  you  or  solves  a  problem  you’ve  experienced.  I  don’t  want  to  pay  to  solve  your
problems,  I  want  to  pay  to  solve  my  own.

You  need  to  get  out  of  your  head  and  find  out  what  other  people  and  potential  customers  think  about  your  concept.  More  importantly,  you  need  to  find  out  what  other
people  think  about  the  problem  you’re  trying  to  solve.  Is  it  something  that  matters  to  them  in  their  everyday  life?  Is  it  something  that  has  a  clear  time/financial  cost  that
they’d  be  willing  address  with  real  cash?

Start  a  small  business
Once  you  understand  how  potential  customers  view  the  problem  you’ve  chosen  to  address,  you’ll  more  effectively  be  able  to  measure  whether  your  product  does  just
that.  Once  you  know  whether  your  product  comes  even  close  to  addressing  your  customers’  needs,  then  you  can  determine  whether  you  can  efficiently  build  an
audience  of  those  potential  customers,  convert  them  to  actual  paying  customers  and  deliver  them  a  product  with  a  healthy  enough  margin  to  leave  some  money  in
your  pocket.  Then  you  can  worry  about  incorporation,  fundraising,  recruiting  and  all  the  ‘business  stuff’  that  goes  into  growing  a  company.

The  biggest  challenge  during  this  phase,  which  we  refer  to  as  ‘Zero  to  One’,  is  your  ego!  At  this  point,  the  biggest  risk  as  you’re  exploring  the  concept  is  rejection.  No
one  knows  who  you  are  or  cares  about  you.  You  have  *ideally*  invested  little-to-no  time  or  money,  so  the  only  thing  you  have  to  lose  is  a  sense  of  pride  when  people



don’t  pay  attention  to  you  or  think  that  your  product  is  crap.

So  how  do  you  navigate  the  early  steps  of  going  from  Zero  to  One  before  setting  out  on  your  quest  to  start  a  small  business?  Here  are  a  few  suggestions  and
questions  we  use  when  evaluating  an  opportunity:

Evaluating  the  Problem
Your  first  step  is  understanding  the  pain  in  the  problem  (what  is  it,  how  big  is  it,  will  people  pay  to  remove  it).
Next,  it’s  important  to  understand  what  your  target  audience  looks  like  (where  do  they  spend  time,  what  are  their  demographics,  what  are  their  buying
behaviors).
Next,  you  want  to  build  a  communication  channel  with  these  people  regardless  of  whether  you  have  a  product  ready  to  sell  –  setup  a  blog,  start  a  meetup,
interview  people  for  an  article,  create  a  Facebook  group.
Next,  you  want  to  validate  your  understanding  of  the  problem  and  your  target  audience.

Evaluating  the  Market
Can  you  get  1000  consumers  to  a  landing  page?
Can  you  get  100  businesses  on  the  phone?
Your  job  is  to  connect  with  as  many  potential  customers  as  early  as  possible  so  you  can  start  to  learn  about  their  buying  process.

You  have  an  idea,  a  design  or  a  prototype.  You’re  interested  in  diving  into  the  startup  world  and  want  to  try  selling  this  thing.  The  first  step  in  starting  a  business  –
don’t  try  to  start  a  business.  This  early  on,  you’ve  likely  built  something  that  interests  you  or  solves  a  problem  you’ve  experienced.  I  don’t  want  to  pay  to  solve  your
problems,  I  want  to  pay  to  solve  my  own.

You  need  to  get  out  of  your  head  and  find  out  what  other  people  and  potential  customers  think  about  your  concept.  More  importantly,  you  need  to  find  out  what  other
people  think  about  the  problem  you’re  trying  to  solve.  Is  it  something  that  matters  to  them  in  their  everyday  life?  Is  it  something  that  has  a  clear  time/financial  cost  that
they’d  be  willing  address  with  real  cash?

Once  you  understand  how  potential  customers  view  the  problem  you’ve  chosen  to  address,  you’ll  more  effectively  be  able  to  measure  whether  your  product  does  just
that.  Once  you  know  whether  your  product  comes  even  close  to  addressing  your  customers’  needs,  then  you  can  determine  whether  you  can  efficiently  build  an
audience  of  those  potential  customers,  convert  them  to  actual  paying  customers  and  deliver  them  a  product  with  a  healthy  enough  margin  to  leave  some  money  in
your  pocket.  Then  you  can  worry  about  incorporation,  fundraising,  recruiting  and  all  the  ‘business  stuff’  that  goes  into  growing  a  company.

The  biggest  challenge  during  this  phase,  which  we  refer  to  as  ‘Zero  to  One’,  is  your  ego!  At  this  point,  the  biggest  risk  as  you’re  exploring  the  concept  is  rejection.  No
one  knows  who  you  are  or  cares  about  you.  You  have  *ideally*  invested  little-to-no  time  or  money,  so  the  only  thing  you  have  to  lose  is  a  sense  of  pride  when  people
don’t  pay  attention  to  you  or  think  that  your  product  is  crap.

So  how  do  you  navigate  the  early  steps  of  going  from  Zero  to  One  before  setting  out  on  your  quest  to  build  a  business?  Here  are  a  few  suggestions  and  questions  we
use  when  evaluating  an  opportunity:

Evaluating  the  Problem
Your  first  step  is  understanding  the  pain  in  the  problem  (what  is  it,  how  big  is  it,  will  people  pay  to  remove  it).
Next,  it’s  important  to  understand  what  your  target  audience  looks  like  (where  do  they  spend  time,  what  are  their  demographics,  what  are  their  buying
behaviors).
Next,  you  want  to  build  a  communication  channel  with  these  people  regardless  of  whether  you  have  a  product  ready  to  sell  –  setup  a  blog,  start  a  meetup,
interview  people  for  an  article,  create  a  Facebook  group.
Next,  you  want  to  validate  your  understanding  of  the  problem  and  your  target  audience.

Evaluating  the  Market
Can  you  get  1000  consumers  to  a  landing  page?
Can  you  get  100  businesses  on  the  phone?
Your  job  is  to  connect  with  as  many  potential  customers  as  early  as  possible  so  you  can  start  to  learn  about  their  buying  process.
What  questions  do  they  ask  during  a  sales  call?
The  more  conversations  you  can  have,  the  more  informed  you’ll  become  around  how  to  sell/position  your  product.

Evaluating  the  Product
What  features  /  benefits  do  they  seem  to  prioritize?
What  are  their  reactions  to  different  price-points?
What  are  the  margins  on  my  products  and  is  their  room  to  improve  them  via  lowering  acquisition  costs  or  lowering  fulfillment  costs?

Guide  your  early  ‘vetting’  with  the  above  and  push  as  aggressively  as  possible  to  get  from  Zero  to  One.  Once  you’ve  got  one  (customer,  sale,  dollar,  etc.),  then  you
can  ‘play  business’.
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Content for Today and Tomorrow:
Theme-Driven vs. Campaign-Driven
Written by Ross Beyeler / Featured in: Business, Column / 27.10.2014.

Over the last decade, marketers have seen a major shift in thinking around how to connect with their
target customers. More time and dollars are shifting towards ‘inbound’ marketing activities such as
blogging, SEO, SEM, etc., than ‘outbound’ marketing activities such as cold calling, direct mail, etc.
Content marketing in particular, which might include blogging, publishing eBooks, hosting webinars,
running online courses, etc., has become a major practice in today’s ‘new marketing.’

Something we’ve noticed in our observations and conversations with clients, vendors, and partners is a
difference between ‘Theme-Driven Content‘ and ‘Campaign-Driven Content.’ One could argue that it’s a
difference of semantics, but we’ve noticed content falling into these two buckets. So let’s explore this
potential divide and the impact it could have on one’s content marketing strategy.

What is Theme-Driven Content?

A Theme-Driven Content Marketing Strategy is about crafting content that supports the longer-term
vision/goals of an organization while driving general education and awareness. The type of content
created with a Theme-Driven strategy will serve as the ‘backbone’ of your organization. More specifically,
it possesses the following attributes:
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Most agencies have aspirations for some level of growth.

While not everyone desires to run a 1,000-person global agency, most seek to evolve their
practice. Perhaps this growth is financially driven, accolades-driven, headcount-driven, or
something else, but the one type of growth that not only supersedes but also drives these
types of growth is knowledge. Your staff requires growth in knowledge to stay abreast of



emerging best practices and technologies.

Your clients turn to you as their agency partner to use your knowledge to help guide them
through unfamiliar territory. The more knowledge your agency amasses, the more likely you
are to improve your staff and client work — two drivers of revenue growth, awards, new
hires, etc.

So how can an agency make learning a core focus?

Learning in Two Flavors

The first element to recognize is that learning cannot be done passively. Although "being in
the trenches" day-by-day will naturally result in some learning, it's crucial to look at learning
as an activity that requires active cultivation. Learning needs to be built into the culture of
your agency so that it turns into an active practice for everyone. In thinking about specific
activities that can be built into your culture to drive learning, it's helpful to think of learning
from two perspectives: Learning From the Past and Learning for the Future.

Learning from Mistakes

Every deliverable created, project completed, and relationship forged presents a learning
opportunity. As your agency completes and delivers more work, the success of that
delivery will always come into question. Some projects will go flawlessly and result in huge
client-side ROI or awards, while some projects feel better forgotten. In either outcome,
Learning From the Past is about analyzing these experiences to understand what went well,
what did not, and what to change about your future behavior. It's about taking the time to
ask hard questions in an open-environment and reflect deeply on the experience.

Living in the Fringe

Just as Learning from the Past helps drive growth through experiences, Learning for the
Future is about driving growth in the experience your agency wants to accumulate. Your
clients look to your firm for answers about their problems today and potential opportunities
tomorrow. In a way, they expect you to play the "fortune teller," helping to identify emerging
trends, technologies, and practices that could radically impact their business. It's vital that
your firm lives up to that expectation and participates in "fringe" areas of growth within your



respective discipline. Learning for the Future is about pushing your firm beyond its comfort
zone and gaining exposure in areas that may contribute to your capabilities.

With both Learning from the Past and Learning for the Future each playing their own role in
the growth of your agency, let’s look at three practices respective to each one could
employ:

How to Learn from the Past

1) Weekly Projections and Reflections

Like many agencies, we try to keep meetings to a minimum to allow folks time to do the
creative work our clients commission. However, we start and end every week with two
important meetings. Mondays are planning days and start with a team meeting we call
Weekly Projections where we run through each client project, do a status update on
deliverables, and set a schedule or delivery expectations for that week. It's a tactical
meeting and a great opportunity to get everyone on the same page.

Fridays, however, bring Weekly Reflections. This is where the real learning happens. Weekly
Reflections focuses primarily on each team member sharing the highs and lows of his or
her week as well as lessons learned. It's especially amazing when you drill in on any "lows"
during the week and try to draw out specific lessons around why an experience did not go
well. The issues we uncover include communication, scoping, scheduling, and capabilities,
and sometimes, we even discuss personal issues. It's during these moments of uncovering
where we start exploring adjustments to our process, platforms, and people to establish
better future outcomes. To tie things off, we actively review the previous week's Lessons
Learned during the following week's Weekly Projections.

2) Project Debriefs

Although Weekly Reflections help to uncover lessons learned, they don't always look at the
"full picture" of a project's outcome. In an effort to evaluate whether a project was
successful and to fully understand how it turned out, we hold a Project Debrief when a
major milestone concludes. Project Debriefs include all team members involved (and
sometimes even the client). During these meetings, we run through everything quantitative



(i.e., budgets, schedules, support requests, etc.) and qualitative (i.e., feelings,
communications, etc.) associated with the project. Although every project is somewhat
different and some have more glaringly obvious issues to address, we tend to use the
following questions to prompt our conversations:

Did we share the same vision with the client going into the project?
Were we focused on achieving the same goal with the same success metrics?
Did we have agreement on process and method to pursue that goal?
Were expectations around timeline, budget, and communication shared between
both parties?
Were the right people involved in the creative, evaluation, and execution portions of
the project?

We record notes during the meeting and translate these into action items and general
Lessons Learned for future reference.

3) Documentation

Given that both Weekly Reflections and Project Debriefs result in a fair number of Lessons
Learned, we find it critical to document those. We've found three methods of
documentation to be quite helpful in this process: Reflections, Operating System, and Blog
Posts.

Reflections is a chronological, relatively un-edited list of Lessons Learned. It's an ongoing
document that has hundreds (or thousands) of bullet points summarizing things we've
learned in our practice. Many of these repeat (a sign we need to do a better job creating
action items), and many become less relevant as our business evolves. Regardless, taking
the time to read through this body of lessons can be quite powerful when evaluating
changes or performance of the business.

When a lesson is turned into something concrete (i.e., a process, a template, etc.), we
include it in our Company Operating System. As techno-geeky as it sounds, our Operating
System is a master document that outlines key processes, platforms, and people within our
organization and links out to related materials. It can be thought of as Table of Contents for
our business and is a helpful guide to share when onboarding new employees or reviewing
how we function as a business.



The final method for documenting Lessons Learned is blogging. We've found some of our
most well-received blog posts are those where we honestly write about mistakes we've
made and things we've learned. It's not unlikely that if we've experienced an issue,
someone else has (or will) and might benefit from sharing the experience. Taking the time to
write our Lessons Learned in a structured format such as an article helps crystallize that
lesson.

How to Learn for the Future

1) Teaching Workshops

One challenging activity that has propelled our exposure to emerging technology and
trends is the practice of teaching. We regularly hold workshops and teach classes on topics
related to our agency offerings. Although some of these are geared for beginners and live in
the world of familiar territory, we find workshops that focus on emerging trends to be
among our favorites. The process of preparing for such a workshop exposes us to new
information. We strive to make the content as relevant as possible as many participants in
these workshops come to the table with challenging questions and references. Perhaps it's
purely ego-protection, but this pressure helps ensure we work hard to stay abreast of the
latest developments in our industry. In addition, the questions and conversation posed
during workshops do often lead to new discoveries for our team.

2) Hack-a-Thons

One of the most effective ways to gain exposure to new technologies and practices is by
participating in a hack-a-thon. This is typically a day-long or weekend-long event where
designers, developers, business folks, and subject-matter experts gather to experiment
with a certain technology or idea. Pairing off into small teams, you're thrown into an
environment of extreme constraint (time, resources and skillsets) with many unknowns. This
structure (or lack of) instills creativity, innovation, and discovery that you don't always find
in project work, and it provides an opportunity to gain the insight and perspective of dozens
of professionals that introduce new learning more effectively than independent research.

3) Forge Fridays
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Similar to the concept of Google's 20% Time, we reserve Friday afternoons to experiment
with internal projects. Granted, looming deadlines and last-minute fires sometimes
compromise these "Forge Fridays," but they're blocked out weekly. During this time, we
experiment with newer technologies or design ideas in the form of internal projects. Some
have the potential, and intent, of being spun off into their own offerings in the future, while
some are more for our own amusement. Regardless, they act as a playground where new
ideas are tested and explored without the constraints of scope, budget, or timeline
associated with client projects. In some instances, we actually tackle a client problem as a
way to try out an approach we can't fit into the project scope. Forge Fridays generally
provide the freedom to experiment and learn in ways that typical projects don't allow.

How to Win Friends and Influence Culture

As agency owners, we want to grow, and we realize that learning drives growth. In addition,
we know that successful learning requires embedding the practice deep into agency
culture. Culture, however, is often hard to define. Despite typical "artifacts of culture" such
as mission statements, core values, and office environment, there is no culture KPI to
measure against. Yet, as the cliché goes, actions speak louder than words when it comes
to influencing company culture. By establishing and continuously executing these six (or
any of your own) activities, you will take a step towards action by embedding learning into
your company culture.



Hubspot, an inbound marketing management platform, was one of the early evangelists of content-
driven marketing. They could be seen as an example of every type of Theme-Driven and Campaign-

Driven content, but they’ve done a particularly good job establishing a series of online courses within their
‘academy’ to help promote inbound marketing best practices.

What is Campaign-Driven Content?

A Campaign-Driven Content Marketing Strategy crafts content that supports the shorter-term initiatives of
an organization by driving engagement and conversion. The type of content created within a Campaign-
Driven strategy will come and go throughout your marketing efforts, but can drive huge short-terms
boosts. More specifically, it possesses the following attributes:

1) Built from the Bottom Up

Campaign-Driven Content capitalizes on the larger trends that exist within your target audience. If you
were to pay attention to search trends, social media trends and pop culture, you’ll find a vast array of
‘memes’ that can drive content production and distribution. By finding the connection between popular
memes and the content you’re creating, you can easily plug content into ‘mainstream conversations’ in a
valuable way. Much of your content within this approach is therefore driven by your customers’ current
conversations.

2) Time-Sensitive

Much of the content in a Campaign-Driven Content strategy centers around finite activities: product sales
or promotions, social media campaigns, events, etc. It tends to capitalize on a sense of ‘nowness’ and
‘urgency’ to drive its relevancy to the top of customer conversations.

RELATED: Branding Roundtable No.5: Brand and Customer Experience

3) Focused on Interaction

Campaign-Driven Content often focuses on the higher-level aspects of your offerings. Since participation
in the ‘mainstream dialogue’ is more of a necessity, the most effective Campaign-Driven content is often
focused on entertainment and interaction.

4) Drives Conversion

The primary goal of Campaign-Driven Content is to drive engagement and conversion around specific
products, offers and events. It’s action-oriented and strives to leverage ‘mainstream dialogues’ to drive
customers to take timely action.

What is the Result of Campaign-Driven Content?

When well executed, Campaign-Driven Content leads to the following results:

1) Increased Social Engagement

Given that many of the ideas for Campaign-Driven Content are sourced via social media (or ‘mainstream
dialogue’), it’s likely to increase your audience on these respective channels. The more you participate in
conversations your customers are having on Twitter and Facebook, the more you’ll build an audience on
these platforms.

2) Lead Capture

Campaign-Driven Content often serves as a ‘lead capture’ tool where the ‘actions’ customers take
require that they submit their email/contact information. This is especially true for contests, downloads or
user-generated content campaigns.

SEE ALSO: The 3 P’s Brands Must Embrace: People, Purpose, Participation

3) Increased Short-Term Sales



3) Increased Short-Term Sales

Naturally one of the primary goals of Campaign-Driven Content is to stimulate sales. This might stem from
specific offers that are at the center of your campaign strategy.

Examples of Campaign-Driven Content

Although there are a number of formats that work well with a Campaign-Driven approach to content, a
few standouts include:

Short-Format Videos

Dollar Shave Club sells a ‘shaving subscription’ that delivers everything you need to keep yourself
‘manscaped’ at a fraction of the retail price. They produced one of the most popular viral videos of the
past few years, which was a major driver of their quick growth. By tapping into ‘entertainment-focused’
content, their video produced significant results.

User Generated Content Submissions

Sephora is a leading beauty products brand online and at retail. They leveraged the power of their
customer base by creating a ‘beauty board’ where customers can submit photos of themselves using
various Sephora products, an incredibly powerful way to drive customer interaction, increase social
following and create interesting content within their product space.

Social Media Contests



Author / Ross Beyeler

Ross manages Growth Spark, a Cambridge, MA, based agency that helps E-Commerce companies design
interfaces that convert visitors into customers, implement technology to streamline operations and use
analytics to guide marketing decisions. Since it's founding, Growth Spark has completed over 250 projects
that led Ross to a nomination as one of BusinessWeek's Top 25 Entrepreneurs under 25 in 2010. A
graduate of Babson College, Beyeler has been a serial entrepreneur in the technology space with
experience ranging from digital marketing, business development and strategic management. In 2007, he
co-founded For Art's Sake Media, Inc., a technology company serving the art industry, and led it through
seed funding, team building and product launch.

Canva is a web-based graphics creation tool and Vocus offers a suite of PR management tools. They’ve
come together to create a contest driven by social media that encourages potential customers to submit
their thoughts on the future of PR using content created on the Canva platform.

While writing this article, I had a chance to speak with Christine Warner of Skyword. Christine is an
expert in the content marketing space and shared some valuable thoughts that helped drive the above.
Beyond what was mentioned here, she stressed the importance for companies to think of themselves as
content producers. Creating interesting, relevant content has become a necessity for all companies.
Although there are differences between the two strategies above, the most important thing is to commit
to producing some form of content. Then pay close attention to what your audience responds to and find
the combination of strategies that works for your company.

Then just keep creating!

Image: Alan
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Tips  for  Implementing  a  Subscription  E-Commerce
Program
By  Ross  Beyeler

There's  been  a  huge  rise  in  "subscription  e-commerce "
companies  that  aim  to  redefine  shopping.  Some  claim  to
eliminate  the  need  to  shop  for  clothing  or  to  visit  the  drug
store.  In  any  case,  these  services  allow  you  to  put  customers’
purchases  on  auto-pilot.  Specifically,  three  models  are
gaining  ground:

1.   discovering  new  products;;
2.   automating  commodities;;

and
3.   demoing  products.

Discovering  New
Products
The  most  popular  model  is
discovering  new  products
via  boxes.  For  a  monthly  fee,  a  box  of  goodies  from  various  brands,  or  a
single  brand,  are  shipped  to  the  subscriber.  The  idea?  Exposure  to  things

you  ordinarily  wouldn't  buy  —  at  a  low  price.

A  standout  is  Birchbox,  which  provides  a  monthly  sampling  of  women's  beauty  products  and  now  men's  health
products.  Samples  are  sourced  from  numerous  vendors,  with  each  box  providing  the  opportunity  to
repurchase.  There's  also  NatureBox ,  which  white  labels  its  products  offering  "samplers"  of  natural  snack
foods.

Three  competitive  advantages  make  this  model  stand  out:

Huge  margins:  Birchbox  has  the  mass  audience  to  woo  beauty  companies  to  offer  free  samples.  The
margins  allow  Birchbox  to  keep  costs  low  for  consumers  who  happily  stay  subscribed.

White-label  products:  NatureBox  insulates  itself  from  e-commerce  giants  like  Amazon.com  by  exclusively
using  white-label  products.  The  same  goes  for  co-branded  "exclusives"  that  pop  up  in  themed  BirchBoxes.

Define  a  niche:  Knowing  your  customers,  and  the  competitive  landscape,  allows  deeper  penetration  into  a
market  by  tailoring  operations  specifically  around  what  that  audience  wants.

Automating  Commodities
A  more  challenging  area  is  the  space  of  automating  commodities.  Here,  brands  reinvent  basics  (e.g.,  shaving
products,  underwear),  providing  consumers  a  price  advantage  or  the  convenience  of  never  needing  to  run
down  to  the  corner  store.  Dollar  Shave  Club  made  a  splash  with  its  viral  YouTube  video .  Manpacks ,
which  promises  men  all  the  "basics"  every  month,  is  another  recent  entrant  into  the  subscription  commerce
arena.

Commodity  automation  companies  enjoy  three  advantages:
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Make  me  laugh:  Dollar  Shave  Club  parlayed  its  video  into  thousands  of  paying  customers  by  creating
entertaining  content  paired  with  a  quality  product.

All  together  now:  Whether  there's  a  price  advantage  or  convenience,  consumers  like  bundled  products.
Bundling  appeals  to  guys  who  can  forget  about  bathroom  or  kitchen  staples,  which  arrive  in  a  timely
manner.

Keep  my  costs  low:  Price  will  always  be  a  major  factor  with  commodity  goods.  Whether  market  level  or
below,  pricing  frees  people  from  making  the  weekly  trip  to  Wal-Mart.

Demoing  Products
Demoing  products  moves  the  traditional  retail  experience  of  trying  on  clothes  or  jewelry  directly  to  the  home.  A
company  sends  a  monthly  shipment  for  a  trial  period  before  charging  the  customer.  Two  examples:  Trunk  Club

  provides  men's  fashion  items  tailored  to  their  personal  style,  and  RocksBox   provides  women  a
sampling  of  jewelry  items.

Product  demo  companies  have  three  competitive  advantages:

Know  thy  (users)  self:  Marketers  must  make  their  products  fit  consumers’  personal  styles.  For  fashion
retailers,  a  clear  understanding  of  the  look  users  desire  is  essential.

Ring  for  help:  Typically  the  monthly  charge  for  a  demo  box  is  low,  but  the  goods  shipped  tend  to  be  on
the  premium  side.  The  best  companies  in  this  space  shift  their  thinking  from  customer  support  to
concierge-level  service  to  engage  their  clientele.

What  else  have  you  got?:  Companies  that  send  an  array  of  products  monthly  must  keep  their  selections
fresh!  Maintaining  a  diverse  inventory  that  meets  customer  profiles  is  key  to  conversion.

As  the  subscription  e-commerce  space  evolves,  additional  business  models  will  surely  emerge.  Regardless,
success  will  always  stem  from  an  obsession  to  differentiate  the  company  and  create  a  personalized  experience
for  customers.

Ross  Beyeler  is  the  founder  and  managing  partner  of  Growth  Spark ,  a  provider  of  strategy,  design  and
technology  services.  
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5 Ways e-commerce companies create
content that sells

Most e-commerce companies unfortunately can’t simply rely on products being good
enough to sell themselves. It takes a highly targeted and re�ned content and messaging
strategy to drive customers to purchase. In the world of e-commerce, your content
marketing strategy is only as e�ective as the narrative you craft for your target audience.

Naturally, that narrative is built on far more than just written text on a landing page. In
fact, there are several ‘content media’ types that many leading e-commerce companies
have mastered that play a signi�cant role in delivering their narratives. Although there are
a wide-range of media to consider, this article explores �ve of the most e�ective:
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Product Imagery

Visuals have become the primary medium for storytelling. Beautiful product photos and
videos have become an essential element to telling a brand’s story. At a minimum, you’ll
need well-lit, ‘static’ product photos but you should also include ‘dynamic’ photos showing
the product in use. These ‘dynamic’ photos might include both professionally-staged
photos as well as user-contributed pictures, like Johnny Cupcakes does. Platforms like
Olapic make it easy for e-commerce companies to source images directly from users who
post on social media channels like Instagram using a designated hashtag. An added
bene�t of incorporating customer-contributed imagery can be the ‘trust’ gained by seeing
a product in action.

Email Campaigns



What might seem like something that consumers have become numb to, email still
proves to be an engaging marketing channel for e-commerce companies; Mailchimp cites
an average of over 17% in open rates. The question is how to use email in a unique way
that will engage your audience and not just �lter into their trash. Many big-box retailers
focus the majority of their e�orts on highly-personalized and segmented promotional
emails.

For smaller startup e-commerce �rms, that level of personalized targeting might not be
within their reach. Instead, emerging brands such as Everlane, have shifted their email
marketing strategy from ‘promotions’ to ‘stories’. Honing in on their message of ‘radical
transparency’ and their direct-to-consumer operations, they focus their email campaigns
on sharing the backgrounds of their manufacturing partners, processes and emerging
products. The ‘insight’ given to customers through this sort of email strategy stays true to
their mission of transparency and provides a di�erent means to connect with customers
who value this level of exposure. Naturally, all of their emails provide a clear means and
reason for customers to take action, simply in the context of a larger story.

Product Pages



Building on the concept of ‘narrative’, successful e-commerce companies, such as Casper,
have started building a richer product ‘story’ than simply listing features, specs and price-
points. Companies that embrace transparency as part of their core values have begun
opening up on the partners and processes they use to create their products. This theme
is particularly popular among ‘direct-to-consumer’ and ‘made-in-America’ brands, where
the product’s ‘background’ is almost as important as the product itself. The additional
insights into your product, especially when supported by imagery and video, help provide
a richer context and a means of engaging that support your customers during their
buying process.

 

Buying Guides



 

One form of content often used by major e-commerce players, such as Wayfair, is
publishing buying guides, which provide three primary bene�ts. The �rst is that they can
serve as an aid in the customer’s buying process in the form of educational materials.
Buying guides can be constructed to help walk consumers through more technical
products, such as electronics, where a minimum level of education and familiarity with
product terminology is required. The second bene�t is that buying guides often serve as
SEO-rich assets. Search engines are constantly looking for new, well-written content in
niche subject areas. Finally, buying guides can help create clear di�erentiation against
competition when set up as ‘comparison shoppers’.

They can provide your brand a platform to highlight the uniqueness of your products
against the larger market.

Customer Stories



 

Building on the �rst point of incorporating customer-contributed photos of products in
use, is the notion of sharing customer stories around their experience with a product.
Reviews and one-paragraph testimonials are a �ne start, but companies, such as Poler,
have built entire sections of their website around sharing beautifully crafted stories of
customer interactions with their products. These stories not only demonstrate the
product in a real-world environment, but also help support the larger association
between your brand and the lifestyle your brand supports. If you sell a product for
snowboarders, it would only make sense to support that lifestyle with interesting content
in a space such as: mountain reviews, competition coverage, etc. In general, the most
successful stories seek to highlight how a product is being used, not just the product
itself.

There are many contributing facets that determine how customers will engage with a
brand and whether that will ultimately lead to purchase. With the �ve content media
above, your brand can set itself up with multiple channels to connect with customers.
Even with a well-de�ned target audience, it’s likely that your customers will be driven by a
variety of purchase in�uences. By expanding the number of channels, a brand increases
the range of in�uence over its’ customers.

 ?  @  ASHARE
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Content for Today and Tomorrow: 
Theme-Driven vs. Campaign-Driven

By Ross Beyeler

Over the last decade, marketers have seen a major shift in thinking around how to connect with their target 
customers. More time and dollars are shifting towards ‘inbound’ marketing activities such as blogging, SEO, 
SEM, etc., than ‘outbound’ marketing activities such as cold calling, direct mail, etc. Content marketing in par-
ticular, which might include blogging, publishing eBooks, hosting webinars, running online courses, etc., has 
become a major practice in today’s ‘new marketing.’
Something we’ve noticed in our observations and conversations with clients, vendors, and partners is a differ-
ence between ‘Theme-Driven Content‘ and ‘Campaign-Driven Content.’ One could argue that it’s a difference 
of semantics, but we’ve noticed content falling into these two buckets. So let’s explore this potential divide 
and the impact it could have on one’s content marketing strategy.

What is Theme-Driven Content?

A Theme-Driven Content Marketing Strategy is about 
crafting content that supports the longer-term vision/
goals of an organization while driving general educa-
tion and awareness. The type of content created with a 
Theme-Driven strategy will serve as the ‘backbone’ of 
your organization. More specifically, it possesses the fol-
lowing attributes:

1) Built from the Top Down

Theme-Driven Content aims to support the larger or-
ganizational mission. If a company were to analyze its 
offerings, values and differentiators, some distillation of 
those elements would form the foundation of their con-
tent themes. Here the content used in your marketing 
strategy comes from the top-down and is driven primar-
ily by company management.

2) Written to Be Evergreen

Successful Theme-Driven Content should be timeless, 
or ‘evergreen,’ and continue to provide value to readers 
months, or even years, after its creation. Given the align-
ment it should have with the vision/goals of the company, 
it makes sense that this type of content will continue to 
resurface over and over again.

3) Focused on Learning

Some of the most effective Theme-Driven Content tends 
to focus on helping the reader learn more about a prod-
uct, service, process or problem. By crafting content that 
teaches before it sells, its value is likely to have a longer 
shelf-life and be more applicable to a wider reader base 
than something that simply promotes a single product.

| content
BRANDING
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4) Drives Awareness

The primary goal of Theme-Driven Content is to create 
awareness and education around the entire organization. 
Although long-term growth in sales is always an under-
lying goal, this sort of content should be viewed as an 
investment in increasing the overall perceived ‘thought 
leadership’ of your company as opposed to a driver of 
product sales today.

What is the Result of Theme-Driven 
Content?

When well executed, Theme-Driven Content leads to the 
following:

1) Increased SEO

Although the specific nuances of SEO are difficult to mas-
ter, one undisputed component of successfully increas-
ing your search rankings is producing a large volume of 
high-quality content. Given that Theme-Driven Content 
centers on education, quantity and quality are likely to be 
byproducts of the investment in crafting rich, evergreen 
content. Over time, this content will help drive increased 
rankings for your business.

2) Established Domain Expertise

Customers want to know that they’re getting the best 
products and services for their dollars. By focusing on 
producing rich content, you become positioned as a re-
source and authority in the space your company serves. 
There is nothing more convincing to a customer than the 
employment of the content you produce in his/her buying 
decision.

3) Building of a Resource Library

Another byproduct of creating rich content is the ability 
to ‘re-purpose’ it for future marketing and sales collater-
al. For service companies that depend on direct selling, 
the utilization of published content in the sales process 
can be an effective and efficient method of driving sales. 
Some of the best content addresses frequently-asked 
questions during the sale process.

Some Examples of Theme-Driven Content

Although a number of formats work well with a 
Theme-Driven approach, a few stand out:

Tutorials

Klaviyo is a marketing automation tool that e-commerce 
and SaaS companies use to manage and personalize 
email marketing. Klaviyo has done a great job building 
their blog as a resource for not just their product, but 
also for best practices in the email marketing space.

Podcasts

Shopify is a leading turnkey e-commerce platform that 
makes growing an e-commerce store easy. We’ve part-
nered with them on a podcast series to help educate 
e-commerce entrepreneurs, designers and developers 
on the best practices associated with planning e-com-
merce strategy.

| content
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http://blog.klaviyo.com/2014/05/27/the-ultimate-guide-to-abandoned-cart-nurturing/
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Online Courses

Hubspot, an inbound marketing management platform, 
was one of the early evangelists of content-driven mar-
keting. They could be seen as an example of every type 
of Theme-Driven and Campaign-Driven content, but 
they’ve done a particularly good job establishing a series 
of online courses within their ‘academy’ to help promote 
inbound marketing best practices.

What is Campaign-Driven Content?

A Campaign-Driven Content Marketing Strategy crafts 
content that supports the shorter-term initiatives of an 
organization by driving engagement and conversion. The 
type of content created within a Campaign-Driven strat-
egy will come and go throughout your marketing efforts, 
but can drive huge short-terms boosts. More specifically, 
it possesses the following attributes:

1) Built from the Bottom Up

Campaign-Driven Content capitalizes on the larger 
trends that exist within your target audience. If you were 
to pay attention to search trends, social media trends 
and pop culture, you’ll find a vast array of ‘memes’ that 
can drive content production and distribution. By finding 
the connection between popular memes and the content 
you’re creating, you can easily plug content into ‘main-
stream conversations’ in a valuable way. Much of your 
content within this approach is therefore driven by your 
customers’ current conversations.

2) Time-Sensitive

Much of the content in a Campaign-Driven Content strat-
egy centers around finite activities: product sales or pro-
motions, social media campaigns, events, etc. It tends to 
capitalize on a sense of ‘nowness’ and ‘urgency’ to drive 
its relevancy to the top of customer conversations.

3) Focused on Interaction

Campaign-Driven Content often focuses on the high-
er-level aspects of your offerings. Since participation 
in the ‘mainstream dialogue’ is more of a necessity, the 
most effective Campaign-Driven content is often focused 
on entertainment and interaction.

4) Drives Conversion

The primary goal of Campaign-Driven Content is to drive 
engagement and conversion around specific products, 
offers and events. It’s action-oriented and strives to 
leverage ‘mainstream dialogues’ to drive customers to 
take timely action.

What is the Result of Campaign-
Driven Content?

When well executed, Campaign-Driven Content leads to 
the following results:

1) Increased Social Engagement

Given that many of the ideas for Campaign-Driven Con-
tent are sourced via social media (or ‘mainstream dia-
logue’), it’s likely to increase your audience on these 
respective channels. The more you participate in conver-
sations your customers are having on Twitter and Face-
book, the more you’ll build an audience on these plat-
forms.

2) Lead Capture

Campaign-Driven Content often serves as a ‘lead cap-
ture’ tool where the ‘actions’ customers take require that 
they submit their email/contact information. This is es-
pecially true for contests, downloads or user-generated 
content campaigns.

| content
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3) Increased Short-Term Sales

Naturally one of the primary goals of Campaign-Driv-
en Content is to stimulate sales. This might stem from 
specific offers that are at the center of your campaign 
strategy.

Examples of Campaign-Driven Content

Although there are a number of formats that work well 
with a Campaign-Driven approach to content, a few 
standouts include:

Short-Format Videos

Dollar Shave Club sells a ‘shaving subscription’ that de-
livers everything you need to keep yourself ‘manscaped’ 
at a fraction of the retail price. They produced one of the 
most popular viral videos of the past few years, which 
was a major driver of their quick growth. By tapping into 
‘entertainment-focused’ content, their video produced 
significant results.

User Generated Content Submissions

Sephora is a leading beauty products brand online and at 
retail. They leveraged the power of their customer base 
by creating a ‘beauty board’ where customers can sub-
mit photos of themselves using various Sephora prod-
ucts, an incredibly powerful way to drive customer inter-
action, increase social following and create interesting 
content within their product space.

Social Media Contests

Canva is a web-based graphics creation tool and Vocus 
offers a suite of PR management tools. They’ve come to-
gether to create a contest driven by social media that en-
courages potential customers to submit their thoughts 
on the future of PR using content created on the Canva 
platform.

While writing this article, I had a chance to speak with 
Christine Warner of Skyword. Christine is an expert in 
the content marketing space and shared some valuable 
thoughts that helped drive the above. Beyond what was 
mentioned here, she stressed the importance for com-
panies to think of themselves as content producers. Cre-
ating interesting, relevant content has become a neces-
sity for all companies. Although there are differences 
between the two strategies above, the most important 
thing is to commit to producing some form of content. 
Then pay close attention to what your audience responds 
to and find the combination of strategies that works for 
your company.

Then just keep creating!

| content
BRANDING

http://bit.ly/19FUJns
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http://gallery.sephora.com/
https://twitter.com/canva
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