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Web Property Strategy Process


Overview

This is the first step in constructing a powerful digital marketing engine and as such must be well thought out and constructed.  For the last fifteen years or so, many organizations have depended on Web development vendors to guide them through how the Web property should be built.  The problem with this is that many did not have the right skill set, viewpoint, or experience to build a tool that got results, was measurable, or integrated with other digital marketing tools. We strongly believe that the best solution for building Web properties that work is for your organization to learn the skill of designing and improving your own properties in a continual process that gets redone annually.  You will find that using this strategy will result in more buy in from your team on the Web properties being an ever-growing key to your success. This process is designed for a team people from across the organization to answer a series of questions and define how to best construct, or reconstruct a Web strategy that will provide results.  It is very important to answer these questions in order.  A short description of each step is provided to help with the completion of this process.  This is best completed by a team that represents all the major areas of the organization and in a retreat format where open debate and careful thought can be given to each question.  You will need plenty of whiteboard space as you work through this because it is best to capture your answers to these questions in a place where the whole group can refer back to.

Goals for the Process
This process is designed to accomplish a handful of critical goals.  Please make sure that the team is clear that these must be achieved each and every time the process is re-used.

· Create a constituent based design for your Web properties that provides clear paths through the properties for each constituent and gives them what they are most likely coming for, and provides for you the actions you want each to take

· Create a Web property design that can be given to the development team (internal or external) so they know exactly what is to be built.  This can save you lots of money if you are using an outside vendor

· Assemble, or renew, the team that has the responsibility for getting results from the properties

· Develop a set of measurements that will tell you clearly the status of the goals you have for the site

· Create a consistent and shared view among your team of exactly what the site is to do, and how it will be measured

Process Steps
1. Identify the goals you would like to achieve with the Web properties – As basic as this sounds for a first step, many organizations do not have a shared vision as to what the Web properties are built to accomplish.  There is always more than one goal and different groups within and organization will have completely different things they want to accomplish with this shared resource.  For a Web property to be a success everyone on the team must be in total agreement as to what the goals are for the investment that will be made.  The goals must be measurable,  for example, a 10% increase in sales year over year, or at least 50% of our orders generated over the Web.  A conscious decision must be made as to how high to set the goals because in many cases, they can be used to stretch the thinking of the organization.  For example, you could set a goal of driving five times as many unique users to the site over the next year and that would make you have to think about how that might be accomplished.  Here are a few additional thoughts to consider:

· Do not be sloppy or thoughtless about setting your goals because they set the direction and your entire strategy could be damaged right from the start if you give too little thought as to what you want to accomplish

· Be sure NOT to simply set site traffic goals.  The goals that are more meaningful on the goals that measure impact on the organization

· Publishing the goals to a wide audience in the organization can help the larger team understand clearly where you are headed so they make decisions in the proper context

· Holding a quick meeting to review progress against the goals each month will help the team stay on track and find adjustments to make on the fly

· Goals drive behavior so be very careful to set goals that really reflect where you want to go

2. Review of the current, and 12-month projected, status of the Web properties – In the middle of the whiteboard, have someone draw boxes, symbols and line that represent the current status of the Web properties you own.  Use a specific color to designate what you have in place now.  It is helpful to draw the homepage, and then all the major subpages that are critical to getting constituents to take action.  Then add drawings in a different color to represent any new properties (or pages) you are planning on building over the next year.  The purpose of this step is to both assure that everyone in the room is on the same page as to what you have in place and are considering in the future.  It also provides a picture you can build on later in the process. Here are a few additional thoughts to consider:

· This picture can be drawn on the whiteboard in advance if you want to save time in the meeting and take more care in completing a solid representation

· If you have multiple Web properties, you will need to put them side by side on the whiteboard so you can see all the properties at one time

3. Review of the current look and feel of Web properties (Graphic design, UI and UX: user interface and user experience) – There are two very different components of every Web property; the look and feel, and the functional construction.  Before you launch into building the strategy for the functional side of things, you must make a decision on whether you need to redo the graphical look and feel or not.  If the answer is no, you can move right past this step and start focusing on the constituent based design.  If you do feel you need to upgrade the look and feel, then this step must be completed so everyone is on the same page as the goals for the look and feel, and the process by which you will decide what is your choice.  What you don’t want is to spend massive amounts of time and money trying to develop a graphical look when this really is not the more important of the two areas.  You also do not want people to think that the graphical improvements will really make that much difference in the ultimate performance of this tool.  Making it look better does not mean it will work better… In addition, the team must make a decision on the user experience and its consistency through the properties.  Should people see a unique style or consistent theme if you have multiple properties or is it better to have distinct looks for each? Here are a few additional thoughts:

· Is there anything that should be done with the look and feel to make it more consistent with other marketing tools?

· Are there any new technologies or techniques that could help the user experience be improved without a complete look and feel overhaul?

· Consider using some of the new tools available on the Web to create heat maps of your pages as to where the most interest lies on the page (e.g. www.verifyapp.com)

· Graphical look and feel can become a divisive topic because the decision makers may all have strong opinions as to what look “good.”  The benchmark should not be what looks cool, or pretty, or whatever adjective you want to use.  It should be what is most consistent with your brand, and will be most impressive to users

4. Define your constituent demographics and focus – Go back to the whiteboard and begin to document at the very top of the board the following:  

a. Who are your most important three to five constituent types. 

b. Then estimate what percentage of your overall traffic each group represents.  

c. The last task is to force rank which group is most important to the least important.   

Only these top categories of constituents are going to be designed heavily for so it is important to get this step right.  If you do not choose wisely here, you will construct the properties for the wrong visitors, or completely not construct for a specific user type.  How you rate importance will vary depending on the type of organization you run.  It could be who generates the most important kinds of revenue, or it could be who you are most interested in serving.  The categories could look like this, prospective customers, current customers, vendors, and employees.  Or they could be simply five different types of customers coming to an ecommerce site. Once again, choose carefully with this step!

5. Defining constituent needs – Once you know the top constituent groups, you must list what their top needs are from your properties.  We normally try to identify around five of the most critical things each group is coming to the Website to find.  In some cases the different groups will have lots of crossover as far as what they want.  This is helpful in that it points out where we should spend lots of energy in building great content or capability.  List these as bullets underneath the constituent group name on the whiteboard so we have these areas visible as we complete some of the steps to come.  Be sure to look at this completely from the users point of view.  This is not about what you want them to come for, it is about defining what the goals are that they have for coming to the site.  Once again, this step is critical because if you assume that users in these groups want something that they do not in reality care about, you will miss-build your Web properties.  A few additional thoughts to consider:

· Be sure to think about what content they want to see, what they might want to download, what resources they might want to access.  Put yourself squarely in their shoes and think like they would think upon coming to your property

· Do not limit yourself to what you now provide.  This is a dangerous filter.  Open your mind to think like they would think and develop a list of the most valuable things your could supply that they would want – even if you do not have this to supply today

· It can be very helpful to survey users in each of these groups.  We do not recommend an online survey to do this kind of research.  This is better done by having a conversation with people and gaining an understanding of what they would like from your site right from their mouths.

6. Identifying actions and outcomes needed for each constituent group – Now that we have gotten clear on what visitors want from us, we need to move on to what we want from them.  This is probably the most forgotten or botched task in most Web property builds.  One of the foundations of constituent based design is developing a very robust set of actions that we want each constituent group to take.  For too long, we have focused to intently on building sites that provide visitors what they want without giving thought as to all the actions we would like them to take.  It is overly simple to say that we want people to come to the site and buy things, or fill out forms.  There are many other actions that we could incentivize people to take and with every action, we will reap some benefit.  On the whiteboard, create a new set of bullet points below each constituent name and list what the three to five actions are that we would like each group to take.  The important thing with this step is to try and create actions that have different methods for building some kind of connections with the visitor.  For example, here is a list of potential actions we could provide:

a. A form that they can fill out to provide information

b. Sign up for one of our social tech channels

c. Provide an email address so we can send a video or whitepaper

d. Click through to one of our other pieces of property

e. Answer survey questions

f. Sign up for an information stream

g. Provide and idea, opinion or rating

Actions are critical in that they are measurable so we have the ability to really gauge if we are making progress, or what drivers of behavior give us the most successful ability to get people to take action.  Some of the actions listed above also can provide information that we would not get otherwise.  For example, if our only action is to have someone fill out a form, we might get a 5% response rate.  But, if we provide lots of other actions where we can at least harvest an email address, we could have a 50% rate of finding out who is visiting the site.

7. Architecting the structure of the Web properties – Once you know who is coming to the site, and why they are important, and what they want from you that is valuable, and what you want from them, you have the foundation to create the paths through the Web properties that make the most sense.  The gathered information you have created should now be used as a guide to start with the home page and divide up the real estate of that page so it is an effective front door into the rest of the site.  Each constituent will come through that electronic front door, and will then go on a journey or a path.  We need to design each of those journeys/paths in order to best serve them, and us.  By viewing Web properties through this lens, it becomes easier to define how pages should be laid out and where functionality should reside.  Use the rest of the whiteboard to now build page trees that offer a model of site construction that provides the paths that serve each constituent group.  If you must start with a clean slate from your current strategy, erase the picture you drew in step two and start clean.  If you can simply retool your current strategy, make the changes necessary so that you have a basic page diagram built on the whiteboard.  You can take this into as much detail as you feel necessary. Below is an example
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Please refer to Web property Construction Process Document for additional information on property design, structure and layout implements.

The level of diagramming that you do here is really dependent on how much you want to take off of a vendors plate if you are going external, or how much you want to help your internal people understand exactly what pages must be built, and what functionality goes on each page.  A couple of additional thoughts to consider:

· In many cases it does not make sense to have the entire strategy group develop the detailed Web property diagram.  In this case, simply do a basic diagram that shows the general direction and have a smaller team come back and spend some time building the detailed version of the diagram

· The more detailed you can make this diagram, the more money you will save if you are working with a vendor.  Many vendors charge a pretty penny to facilitate getting this kind of strategy work done so part of the value of this process if saving those costs

8. What is the specific strategy for using properties to drive revenue? – If one of the important aspects of your Web properties is to generate revenue and new customers, this step applies.  If this is not a goal for you properties, skip to the next step.  In order to drive revenue you must first attract people to the properties, and then create a slippery slope for them to fall down towards an action(s) we would like them to take.  You must now ask yourselves what the specific strategies are for generating various types of revenue through the site, and how can you maximize them.  This often includes a discussion that involves offline elements, for example, what kinds of traditional marketing will be done to drive people to the properties.  This discussion should also include what the overall strategy is for creating online revenue, or online prospecting in view of current offline methods.  Are you trying to replace traditional methods because the Web is a less expansive method for creating revenue?  Or are you trying to add new revenues from customers you could ever reach before with your traditional methods?  Too many organizations give little thought to the big picture strategy of driving online revenues and how it relates to their offline efforts.  When strategizing how to best maximize online revenue, or revenue generated from online prospecting, consider the following:

· How is the customer base that will work with you online be different than the base you work with now?

· Are you prepared to handle the changes in shipping, order taking, languages, customer support and volumes of product movement that might occur?

· Once you have acquired an online customer, how can you maximize that relationship?

· Will online methods cannibalize your current sales? 

· Is your customer base moving quickly to doing online research before they buy? And if so, how are you adjusting your properties to account for this?

· Have you calculated the cost of doing a transaction over the Web, versus traditional means so you really have a clear understanding of the benefits, or negatives about online selling?

9. Defining Web property ownership responsibilities – One of the areas that has caused Web properties to fail more than any other has been the lack of clear ownership for every piece of the property.  Much like real estate properties in the physical world, when a clear owner is not identified, the property will quickly fallow. Web properties are not static they need upkeep and care.  The team must decide who owns the content and performance of the Web properties and the system must be set up so they can manage their sections without having to reach out to software developers every time they want to add, edit, or change content.  It is also a great idea to assign owners to each of the constituent groups so that you people that are directly responsible for serving that group that can be held accountable.  These owners will have the responsibility for completing the work you have identified through this process of course.  They also have the responsibility throughout the year to look for improvements that need to be made on the fly, or during the next development cycle.  Consider these other thoughts:

· A flawed strategy in the hands of a great team will get corrected over time, but a great strategy will fail every time if you do not have the right teams to execute it so do not skip over this step lightly

· The more you spread out the responsibility for your properties, the easier it is for people to get the work done, and the more you tie in multiple areas of the organization

· If you do not have monthly or quarterly meetings to review your Web property progress, you might consider this as a method for keeping things on track.  Too many organizations spend lots of energy to build, or rebuild sites then move on to other things and let them sit untouched for years.

· Tying specific measurements and analytics to team members is a great way to bring focus and accountability into the process.  For example, who owns the responsibility for driving an increasing amount of unique users to the site?  Who owns the average minutes on the site analytic? Who owns the conversion rates on the various actions we have built into the model?

10. How will (are) you drive traffic to site via PPC, SEO and Direct methods? – Building Web properties perfectly is a waste of time if you cannot get a large amount of visitors to come to your destinations.  If you already have plans in place, you can skip this step.  If they need to be upgraded, or put in place for the first time, now is the time to agree on the strategy.  There are three distinct methods for driving traffic:

a. Pay Per Click is an effective and imminently measureable method for attracting visitors.  It is completely in your control and should be looked at through an ROI lens.  This is a process that must be managed and you must know how to do it with your own hands before ever handing it off to a vendor to manage

b. Search Engine Optimization increases the amount of traffic you will attract by getting keywords you identify to show up in the first page of the search engines rankings.  It is more difficult to control because the search algorithms are always changing as are the metrics that cause your keywords to be high or low

c. Direct Address methods are any marketing method that promotes your Web address to people in a physical means.  This could billboards, coffee mugs, printed on your product packaging, email blast campaigns, links from social tech channels, etc.

The process of improving the traffic to a Web property should be never ending.  Unless you have more people coming than you can handle, you must always be looking out for financially feasible ways to improve traffic counts.  Consider the following ideas:

· Identify one person that has the sole responsibility for traffic counts and hold them accountable to hit the goals you have set

· There are many vendors that specialize in this work.  If you do not have the time to focus on this in house, take a look at finding a great vendor (e.g. Hubspot, Telezent)

· Be sure to set up measurement systems so you can gauge as much as possible around where your traffic is coming from so that you can figure out the ROI in each method

11. Developing a comprehensive measurement system – One of the great things about digital marketing is that it is very measureable.  Because people are clicking on links, and entering Web addresses, we have the ability to know exactly where they came from, what they clicked on and how long they stayed.  In order to improve the performance of the Web properties, it is critical to measure the results and use this information to make changes and improvements.  Once a solid set of measurements are decided upon, a dashboard must be created so that EVERYONE that has a vested interest gets to see how things are going on a monthly basis.  By publishing measurements, people can see for themselves what progress is being made, and those that are to be held accountable can either feel good about what they got done or see where they are falling short.  Another important aspect of measuring is the ability it creates to define what the drivers are of success.  Once we can glean the elements that really make a difference, we can focus more attention on these.  In this step you must come to a collective agreement as to which measurements and analytics you think would be most meaningful for your organization, then decide how you want to publish them, and who is responsible for this task.  Additional thoughts include:

· There are free Web analytics systems (Google Analytics) and subscription based systems (webtrends.com) the decision to go with one versus the other has a lot to do with how sophisticated you need to get, and how many sites you are managing

· Combining your Web property analytics with social tech analytics on one document often helps to correlate interesting connections between the two

· The best practice we have seen with our clients is to send out a monthly email that documents three to five bullet points of the interesting changes from the last report, and then attaches a spreadsheet with all the details.  Send this email out to everyone in the organization so that all team members are involved in what the Web is doing as a tool

· Be sure to measure not only point in time statistics, but also trending so you can see what direction you are heading.  Knowing that you had 1000 unique visitors this month is meaningless for people unless they understand that you have 500 or 3000 last month

· Also be sure to use the measurements to find what the drivers are behind traffic.  For example, what events, marketing tools, or times of year drive traffic?  Knowing the drivers is critical to learning how to leverage them

12. How should the budget be calculated and can we realize a sound ROI? – Before building or rebuilding a Web property, all should agree upon a budget.  In the best case, the budget is supported by the return on investment the property could generate over the year.  If you are doing this process for the for anything other than the first time, your other task is to report on the ROI analysis on the last year to see what kind of return you got from the work you did last year.  There are a number of mistakes that organizations can make in budgeting for a Web property improvement.  Fixing a budget without any regard as to how it will provide a return will either result in over or under spending and both of these is a waste of opportunity.  Too many organizations either pick a budget number that “feels” right to them or just let a vendor tell them how much something is going to cost.  Web properties are a tool, nothing more and nothing less, and the budget should reflect what this tool could accomplish.  Spending too little can result in huge missed opportunities and years of trying to catch back up with a competitor.  Spending too much is simply a waste of resources.  We have seen clients to both of these in about equal amounts.  Before leaving this meeting, there needs to be a collective agreement on how a budget will be set, and how we will evaluate the ROI in a year from now.

OPTIONAL Step One: Integration of cutting edge technologies – Because the Internet is rapidly growing with the tools that are available, the team must always be looking forward to the innovations that might be utilized to drive results and get attention.  You should never build your 1.0 version without also knowing what the 2.0 version might need in it.  Depending on the type of organization you have, the need to use new edgy technologies will be lesser or greater.  If you feel that you need a few elements of leading edge technology to support your brand, then stop and discuss what the possibilities might be with the group.  With some of our clients we highly recommend adding a touch of the leading edge, with others we do not.  If you do feel you want leading edge tech, look for just a few places to use it so that overuse does not make your site unusable by lower end browsers or users.

OPTIONAL Step Two: Vendor management strategies – If you are going to be finding new vendors to help with the construction of the properties, take the time to discuss what the strategy will be for finding a good partner and keeping costs under control.  Contract vendor Website developers are notorious for missing dates, and charging higher fees than originally quoted.  They also can make decisions that are clearly in their best interest and not yours.  Once again, a great strategy, and with a solid plan to drive people to your properties can still fail if the vendor lets you down.  You must consider the following when choosing a vendor:

a. What processes do they use for understanding your needs, doing project management, solving relationship problems with clients?

b. Will their pricing model be something that you can keep costs under control with?

c. What are the penalties they pay if they miss their dates?

d. Will they leave their “A” team on your account or move them the moment the deal is closed?

e. What are their specific skills?  Are they good at graphics, but terrible at coding?  Or great at the construction but have no graphics skills?

f. Is your project in their sweet spot as to size and scope, or would you be their largest, or smallest client?

Outcomes

By following this process you should end up with a well thought out strategy and plan for doing a Web property build, or re-build.  All of your people will be on the same page as to what you are doing and why.  You should have methods for being able to define whether your properties are providing value, and how much value versus the costs.   You will have a team of people that are engaged in using the Web properties as a tool, and many of them should have specific responsibilities and methods for being held accountable.  Above all, the organization will have the confidence that the Web properties that are being built/re-built will be a valuable set of tools that have been well thought out and are constructed under an intelligent philosophy (constituent based design.)
How Web Property Strategy Integrates with the Other Digital Marketing Elements: Social, Mobile, Traffic Creation, and Measurement

As mentioned at the beginning of this document, Web properties are just the first step in developing a powerful digital marketing presence.  All of five elements of your digital marketing strategy need to be integrated.  None of them is an island, nor should they be strategized without thinking about how they will tie into the other four areas.  We discussed the need to drive traffic in the process above (Step 10) and the need for a measurement layer (Step 11) so those were covered as to integration.  Once you have fully developed how your constituent based designed Web properties should be constructed, you must also strategize how they will integrate with your social tech and mobile strategies.  We have separate processes for each of these, and at the end of each of those processes, you will see this same paragraph.  Make sure that your team has thought carefully how to best use these three legs of the digital marketing stool to serve constituents, and to gain the results you would like to garner.  The kinds of questions you should ask yourselves are thus:

· How much Web page real estate should we take up referring people to our social and mobile properties?

· What social tech properties or information streams can we imbed on your Web pages to provide better content, and a connection back to those properties (e.g. Youtube videos, Slideshare presentations, Twitter streams, etc.)

· Which Web properties should have a mobile Web version and what should the main capabilities be that we present in the mobile version?

· How can you use social tools to drive people to the Web properties?

· How can you measure the conversion rates of people coming to the Web properties from a link in a social information stream?

· Are the constituents in each of the three digital marketing elements the same or is there some variation?

· If we are creating content for one element, can it be used on the others?
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