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Conversion
optimisation

In this chapter, you will learn:
»» Which digital marketing tactics you can test and improve.
»» How to pick the right test for your goals and purpose.
»» How to perform conversion optimisation step by step to improve the
effectiveness of your online marketing efforts.

Conversion optimisation › Introduction

Conversion optimisation › What can you test?

20.1 Introduction
Let’s look at a real-world example to help explain what conversion optimisation is.
Think of a shoe store. When laying out the store, a lot of care has been taken in
determining where to place displays, mirrors, chairs and the till. However, there is
no way of easily determining if the current layout is the best option.
For example, the till may be at the front of the store. It may be worth testing to see
if moving the till to the middle of the store affects sales. This would require tracking
sales over a period of time with the till in the front of the store, then shutting down
for a few days while the store is reorganised, and then tracking sales with the new
layout, all a little impractical.
However, if we have an online store, we can just show slightly, or very, different
versions of web pages to visitors, and track how different versions affect sales. We
don’t need to shut down our website to create new versions, and we can watch the
real-time results emerge as hundreds of customers pass through the store. The
cycle of tweaking and testing websites in this way is called conversion optimisation.
This chapter will take you through the steps in a conversion optimisation process,
helping you understand how to make things work better.

20.2 Key terms and concepts
Term
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Definition

A/B test

Also known as a split test, it involves testing two versions of the
same page or site to see which performs better.

Ad Server

The technology that places ads on websites.

Call to action

A phrase written to motivate the reader to take action such as sign
up for our newsletter or book car hire today.

Click path

The journey a user takes through a website.

Cookie

A small text files that are used to transfer information between
browsers and web servers. They help web servers to provide the
right content when it is requested.

Conversion

Completing an action that the website wants the user to take.
Usually a conversion results in revenue for the brand in some way.
Conversions include signing up to a newsletter or purchasing a
product.

Conversion rate

The number of conversions divided by the number of visitors
expressed as a percentage.

Funnel

In web analytics or conversion optimisation, an established set
of steps a user should take in reaching a goal, such as making a
purchase.

Heat map

A data visualisation tool that shows levels of activity on a web page
in different colours. Hypothesis A statement that is being tested.

Landing page

The first page a visitor sees on a site. Usually it is specific to a
campaign being run.

Microconversion

A small conversion in the path to a full conversion, such as going
from step one to step two in a checkout process of four steps.

Multivariate
test

Testing combinations of versions of the website to see which
combination performs better.

Null hypothesis

The default or general position, usually where no difference is the
hypothesis.

Split test

Also known as an A/B test.

Table 1.

20.3 What can you test?
The short answer: everything! However, there are some good tactics to start testing.

20.3.1 Email marketing
The most obvious place to start testing your email marketing is with subject lines.
A simple split test will help you to determine which version of a subject line improves
open rate. Within an email, you can test your call to action copy to see how you can
improve clickthrough rates. Email is also a good medium to test different kinds of
offers to see how they influence sales. These can be combined with testing different
types of content: long copy versus short copy, or images versus video.
You can also test delivery days and times for your email, either with a split test or by
testing with your whole group at different times of the year.

20.3.2 Display and search advertising
There are many different conversion points you may want to test with advertising.
You can test to see how different adverts may improve clickthrough rate, or you can
test to see how different adverts affect the conversion rate of the traffic coming to
your website.
Different calls to action in the adverts can be tested, as well as different headlines.
When it comes to display advertising, completely different versions of banner
adverts can be tested.
Most Ad Servers, including Sizmek (www.sizmek.com) and Google’s AdWords, have
built-in testing. This means that no additional code is required in order to run tests. In
most cases, the Ad Server will also serve adverts based on the results of the test, so
that the better-performing advert is given preference over time.
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It can be trickier to test social media messages scientifically, as the environment is
difficult to impossible to control.

20.3.4 Landing pages
A landing page is the first page a visitor sees on a website. In some web analytics
packages, it is referred to as an entrance page. Any page of your website could be
a landing page, especially if users are coming to your website via search engines.
However, when you are running online campaigns that utilise tactics such as email
marketing or online advertising, you often send visitors to a specific landing page.
Because you choose the page that visitors see first, you have an opportunity to craft
a page that converts. There are many things you can test on landing pages.
• Heading: Different headings can make your visitors behave differently.
• Copy: Style, tone, layout and length of copy can all be tested, as well as
things like the font size.
• Call to action: Different calls to action could increase actions.
• Colour: Test the colours of buttons, green and red are two common choices
to try.
Figure 1. Two search ads with different headlines.

20.3.3 Social media
If you are broadcasting or distributing messages via social media, you should test
your messages to see which perform better. Usually, you will be testing to see how
you can increase engagement, whether that’s replying to messages, liking Facebook
posts, retweeting posts shared on Twitter, or clicking through on links shared.
Types of messages can be tested to see which increase interactions. Some options
to try are direct questions, shared links, overt requests to take an action, or other
messages to generate engagement. Types of media can be tested, such as images
versus video. Time of day or day of the week can also be tested, to see how these
affect interactions.

• Images: Ddifferent images can have an impact on conversions.
• Offer: Don’t forget, you can also test different types of offers on a landing
page or word the same offer differently.

20.3.5 eCommerce
There are many things you can test on eCommerce websites, but the most obvious
are to test your product pages and your checkout process. With eCommerce, you are
usually testing to increase your conversion rate ( when more consumers buy from
you), or to increase your basket size (when consumers buy more from you). As your
testing becomes more sophisticated, you will hopefully be achieving both.
On product pages, you should be testing to see how you might encourage users to
start the purchasing process. Some things to test include:
• Images: Images of different sizes, or entirely different image content, could
make a big difference.
• Call to action: Seeing the words ’Add to cart’ or ‘Buy now’ may affect
shopper behaviour.
• Shipping information: Test to see whether displaying shipping costs before
actual checkout affects the volume of customers starting the checkout
process, as well as its effect on completing the purchase.
• Credibility information: Do ‘secure shopping’ badges affect conversion rate?
Product pages are also a good place to test how you might increase basket size. You
can test displaying complementary or similar products. If you spend time on Amazon,
you’ll see that they display items that customers bought together, suggesting you
should do the same.

Figure 2. Facebook Insights showing what kinds of social media posts make the
biggest impact on your followers?
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The checkout process is incredibly important to test. Often, an online purchase takes
place over several screens, or steps. Instead of looking at the overall conversion
rate, you should be looking at the conversion rate between steps. This is referred to
as funnel analysis.
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If possible, you should test a single-page checkout versus the multi-page approach.
Test credibility and reassurance statements in the checkout process. Font size can
also have an effect on conversions.

results. For example, we may test alternative headlines, alternative copy and
alternative call to action buttons. Two versions of three elements mean that we are
testing eight combinations!

The above should give you an idea of where you can start with your conversion
optimisation, but it is by no means an exhaustive list.

20.4 Designing tests
To design tests successfully, you need to know what you can test, how you can test,
and what sort of time periods you are looking at for testing. If it’s your first time
doing conversion optimisation, you should start with simple and quick tests, to get a
feel for the process before embarking on more complicated tests.

20.4.1 Types of tests
When we talk about conversion rate optimisation, we are usually referring to running
split tests. A split test is one where we show different versions of a web page to
groups of users and determine which one has performed better.
We can run A/B tests. Here each version being tested is different from all the others.
A/B tests always involve just two versions of what is being tested: the original and
an alternative.
Figure 4. Multivariate testing combines a variety of elements.

50% see
Version A

Multivariate tests can be more complicated to set up, but allow you to test more
elements at once. Multivariate tests are ideal when you have large traffic volumes. If
traffic volumes are not very high, it can take a very long time to reach a statistically
significant result, especially if there are many combinations being tested.

50% see
Version B

Version A

20.4.2 Length of tests and sample size
Version B

Several factors determine which tests you can run. Relatively simple calculations
help you to determine how long a test is likely to take, which is based on the number
of participants as well as the improvement in conversion rate. We’ve included some
sample size calculators in Tools of the trade, in section 20.6 of this chapter.

Number of participants
The number of participants in the test is determined by how many users actually see
the page being tested, as well as what percentage of your potential customers you
want to include in your test.

Figure 3. A/B testing explained visually.
A/B tests are ideal for an initial foray into conversion optimisation, as they can be
easy to set up. If you are running just one alternate and the original, it can also mean
that you get a quicker result. When conducting A/B testing, you should only change
one element at a time so that you can easily isolate what impact each factor has on
your conversion rate.
We can also run multivariate tests, sometimes referred to as MVTs. Here, a number
of elements on a page are tested to determine which combination gives the best
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The number of users who see the page being tested may not be the same as the number
of visitors to your website. You’ll need to use your data analytics to determine the
number of users viewing that specific page. Of course, if you are running advertising
campaigns to direct traffic to the page being tested, you can always spend a bit more
money to increase the number of users coming to that page.
You also want to determine what percentage of users will be involved in the test. In a
simple A/B test, if you include 100% of your visitors in the test, 50% will see version
A and 50% will see version B. If you include only 50% of your visitors in the test, this
means that 25% of your overall visitors will see version A, and 25% will see version
B. Including 100% of your visitors will give you results more quickly. However, you
may be concerned that your alternative version could perform worse, and you don’t
want to compromise your performance too much.
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Change in conversion rate
While this is not something you will know upfront, the percentage change in
conversion rate also affects the length of a test. The greater the change, the more
quickly a statistically significant decision can be made.

Number of variations

You do not have to be able to perform the complex statistical calculations. Handy
tools like VWO’s split test significance calculator will do this for you. All you have to
do is enter the number of users that visited your control version and the number of
conversions, as well as the number of users that visited the variation and the number
that converted. The calculator then provides your p value and states whether your
test is significant enough to change to the variation. You can find the calculator here:
https://vwo.com/ab-split-test-significance-calculator/

The more variations you have, the longer it will take to determine which combination
performs the best.
These factors can then be used to calculate the suggested length of time for a test
to run. There are several online calculators that do this for you. A good one to try is
this one, offered by Visual Website Optimizer: visualwebsiteoptimizer.com/ab-splittest-duration.
Estimate Test Duration

Scenario 1

Scenario 2

Scenario 3

Scenario 4

# Test combinations

2

2

2

3

# Page views per day

200

200

300

350

% Visitors in experiment

100

100

50

50

% Current conversion rate

30

30

30

30

% Expected improvement

20

40

20

30

4.01

1.04

5.35

4.22

Days Duration

Figure 5. Small changes can affect your online testing.
It is usually preferable to test bigger changes or variations, rather than very small
changes, unless you have a very large audience.

20.4.3 Designing for analysis
The purpose of running tests is to improve performance. To do this, you analyse your
results against what you expected to find and then choose the option that performed
better. This sounds simple, but how do you know what counts as better enough to
warrant a change? Is it one more click than the other option, three more clicks, or
should one perform 25% better than the other? You also need to think about chance:
how certain are you that the differences in your results were not just coincidental?
These can be tricky questions.
To determine which option in your split test did better, set parameters and assess
the statistical significance of your results. In statistics, we create a null hypothesis.
For split tests, the null hypothesis is that there is no difference between the
performance of the two options and any difference recorded is due to chance. You
then use statistics to calculate the p value, which shows whether the difference was
likely due to chance (or not). If the difference is significant, it is probably not due to
chance. Generally, to be significant, the p value should be less than or equal to 0,05,
indicating a less than 5% probability that the difference in performance between the
two options was due to chance.

528

Figure 6. The results from VWO’s significance calculator.
When designing your tests, it is important to consider the null hypothesis and set
the parameters for significance. By keeping these aspects in mind, you will develop
tests that allow for clearer and easier analysis, which will make the whole testing
process that much more effective.

20.5 Step-by-step guide to conversion optimisation
Proper planning is important to achieving success with your conversion optimisation.
Whatever the outcome of your test, if you’ve planned and documented carefully,
you’ll always learn something.
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The basic approach to conversion optimisation is:

20.5.2 Step 2. Analyse
Having gathered data, you need to analyse it intelligently so that you can start
designing tests. There are some key questions that you need to answer at this stage.

What should users be doing on the site?
This is where you look at the actual conversion. Usually, this is an action taken by a
user that increases revenue for a business. There are obvious conversions to look
at, such as placing an order or completing a lead generation form. However, it can
also be useful to understand less obvious conversions, or micro-conversions.

Figure 7. The Conversion optimisation process.

20.5.1 Step 1. Gather data
The very first step is to gather data about the site you are testing so that you can
make smart decisions about what to test and how. There are many sources that
can be used, depending on the nature of the site that you are testing. Of course, you
also need to know the business for which you are testing, what do you want website
visitors to do?

You could run a test to see what would reduce the bounce rate of a page. The aim of
an online bookstore is to sell books, but they could also test to increase newsletter
signups, and focus on selling books later. Micro-conversions can also refer to the
path to conversion. Often, there are established steps a visitor should take in the
conversion process. Conversion optimisation can look at each step. The Visitor Flow
report in Google Analytics can be a great help in providing this insight. Knowing
what actions or conversions you are testing is about knowing the business and its
website well.

Who is coming to the site, and why?

• Analytics data: Existing web analytics data can be used to determine
which pages in your site should be tested. You can also gather data about
particular pages on your site using tools such as Crazy Egg (www.crazyegg.
com) or ClickTale (www.clicktale.com).

To understand who is coming to the website, and why, you need to look at data
that tells you about your visitors and about how they got to your website. Visitor
information includes their location and richer demographic information, such as age
and income, if available. Another key point to look at is the type of device they use,
desktop, tablet, or mobile phone, for example.

• User data: User labs or simple site surveys (www.kissmetrics.com is
a useful tool for these) can also be used to add qualitative data to the
quantitative data gathered using web analytics tools.

To understand why these visitors come to your website, you need to be able to
analyse your sources of traffic. The search keywords sending you traffic should tell
you something about the intent of your visitors, for example.

What are they doing on your site?
Of course, now you need to understand what your visitors are doing, and why they’re
not doing what you want them to do. Here you need to look at metrics such as bounce
rate and exit rate for important pages. As well as examining your overall conversion
rate, look at the steps in the process and see where those drop offs occur.
Look at which page is the most visited landing page, especially as this may not be
the home page. Look to see which pages are exit pages, and determine if those
should be the last pages a user sees on your site. You can use internal site search
information to see if visitors are looking for particular information on your website.

20.5.3 Step 3. Fix anything that’s broken
Figure 8. A KISSmetrics’ Lead funnel report that shows conversion rate.
• Customer service data: If you are running tests for a site where users
also speak to customer service, you can gather data about the site from
customer service representatives. They should have information on common
reasons why visitors make a phone call. Your CRM system may also hold
some valuable data.
530

As part of your analysis, you may have identified problems that can be fixed without
testing. Before you continue, fix these! You should also try to understand if there is
traffic coming to your site that is not relevant, and try to segment that traffic from
your calculations.
For example, if you have a beautifully designed website that sells custom couches,
but is featured in a website design gallery, you may get a lot of traffic that is coming
only to look at your site, and not to buy couches.
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20.5.4 Step 4. Design tests
By now you should know what areas of your site need testing, so it’s time to design
tests.
Wishpond (2016), provides The 3 Step formula for creating an A/B Testing Hypothesis.
These are:
Step 1: Conversion problem
Why aren’t people converting?
Step 2: Proposed solution
What tests can be run to fix the conversion problem?
Step 3: Impact statement
How do you anticipate your proposed solution will affect the conversion problem.
You now have a sound A/B testing hypothesis.

20.5.5 Step 5. Run tests
Implement the tracking code needed to run your tests. Most testing software uses
cookies to ensure that return visitors see the same version of the test they saw
initially. You will also need to put tracking code on your conversion page. Before
taking your test live, test to make sure that the tracking code does not conflict with
any other code on your website.
If everything checks out, take your test live, and wait for the data to be collected.
Check in regularly to see how the test is proceeding, and wait for a statistically
significant outcome.

20.5.6 Step 6. Report and repeat

Kissmetrics is a popular analytics package that also includes testing and optimisation
features. It refers to itself and a customer engagement automation system. I is a
system designed for deep data tracking, and provides real insights into performance
and user experience. Its ability to store information from every customer who
ever interacts with your brand, not only assists with CRM, but sales leads as well.
www.kissmetrics.com/
ClickTale is a web analytics tool that helps you to visualise how particular pages
are performing by showing heat maps of mouse movements and clicks on a page.
It also offers form analysis, showing how particular form fields may be affecting
completion rate: www.clicktale.com
HubSpot offers a free tool, HubSpot Marketing Free, which helps you improve
your conversion optimisation. You can add a popup CTA to your site, and HubSpot
will give you in-depth insights on prospects and current contacts. Find it here:
www.hubspot.com/products/marketing/free.

20.7 Case study: Tinkoff Bank
20.7.1 One-line summary
Tinkoff Bank, one of Russia’s top four credit card issuers, improved its website conversion rate
using split testing.

20.7.2 The challenge
Tinkoff Bank relies on its website for finding new customers, as it operates on a digital platform
rather than using physical branches. Users fill in an application form on the website and submit it
for approval, then receive their credit card at their homes.

When you have a result, it’s time to report on it. Refer back to your null hypothesis
to determine if the outcome was as expected and if it was statistically significant. In
your report, you should include why things went as expected, or why not.
Implement the better-performing solution, and plan your next test. There is always
something you can improve.

20.6 Tools of the trade
Online, conversion optimisation relies on being able to record which version of a
test a web visitor sees, and whether or not that visitor converted. A returning visitor
should also see the same version they saw the first time to avoid confusion. There
are many software solutions that help you to do this.
Google now provides a dedicated tool called Google Optimize for website and AB
testing, as well as personalisation solutions. It integrates seamlessly with Google
analytics, provides for split testing, multivariate testing and redirect testing. A builtin visual editor helps you to create variations to test, without needing to recode each
page. Optimize makes managing your experiments much simpler with an activity
log, experiment previews and by keeping track of user permissions. By facilitating
testing, Optimise enables you to create pleasant and engaging user experiences for
your customers when they visit your website.
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There are many split test calculators online that help you to determine the
significance of split tests if you are running them yourself. Try www.usereffect.com/
split-test-calculatoror vwo.

Figure 9. The original credit card application page for Tinkoff Bank.
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The application page involves a multi-step form and details about the application process and
credit card plan. The form submission counts as a conversion. Tinkoff is always looking for ways
to increase these conversions.

The second variation opened a box right below the link instead of leading to another page.

20.7.3 The solution
Tinkoff identified key pages on the site that could be optimised. It used web analytics data to
discover that the credit card application page had a high bounce rate, so it focused on helping
the user stay on the application page to complete the conversion. They introduced new features
in three areas:
1.

An additional information box

2.

Gamifying the form with a progress bar

3.

Allowing users to fill in their details later on.

Additional information box
Tinkoff worked off the assumption that offering additional details about the credit card would
increase signups. They created two variations of the original page. The first had a hyperlink to
’more details’ under the CTA, which led to a new page with additional information.

Figure 11. The second additional information variation for Tinkoff Bank.

Progress bar
Here, the bank used the hypothesis that a progress bar on top of the four-step application form
would encourage users to fill in the form completely.
They used two variations. The first had a yellow banner-like progress bar above the form
that highlighted the step the user was currently on and used a black line to show the user’s
progression.

Figure 10. The first additional information variation for Tinkoff Bank.
Figure 12. The first progress bar variation for Tinkoff Bank.
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The second variation had a green progress bar without an extra line to show the user’s progress.
Instead, the green portion of the bar grew as users moved through the form.

20.7.4 The results
Additional information box
The first variation, with a link to another page with extra information, did worse than the original
page. However, the second variation:
• Improved conversion rates by 15.5%
• Had a 100% chance of beating the control.
Why these results? Key differentiators on a web page can improve conversions, and emphasising
free shipping and the bank’s credibility both made users feel happier about their choice. However,
the first variation led users away from the signup form, adding additional effort to return to the
form.

Progress bar

Figure 13. The second progress bar variation for Tinkoff Bank. (Source: VWO)

Both progress bars outperformed the control. The first variation had a 6.9% higher conversion
rate than the control, and the second variation improved the conversion rate of the original by
12.8%. Both had a 100% chance to beat the original page.

Filling in details later

Why? Users don’t like lengthy forms but a progress bar can be reassuring.

Tinkoff Bank thought that allowing users to fill in passport details later on would increase the
number of submissions. This time, they only created one variation to compare to the original.

Filling in details later

When users reached the section for passport information, they could click a box saying, “Don’t
remember passport details”, and a window would appear asking them to choose phone or email to
provide their details later on.

The variation was a resounding success:
• The conversion rate of the form improved by 35.8%
• The after-filling conversion rate improved by 10%.
Remember, users are less likely to complete a form if they are led away from it, and fetching a
passport would mean leaving the form (VWO Blog, 2015).

20.8 The bigger picture
As you’ve seen at the start of this chapter, conversion optimisation applies to just about every
part of your digital marketing strategy. Almost any tactic can be tweaked, tested and improved.
In fact, this is best practice and highly recommended.
Conversion optimisation also speaks to a bigger consideration about keeping your channels
up to date in the ever-changing online marketing space. Keeping things fresh and constantly
improving is the way to go. Not only does this entice your customer, it also reflects on your
bottom line, making valuable, incremental improvements increases your earnings in the short
term, and decreases the need for radical changes over time.

20.9 Chapter summary
Conversion optimisation is the process of testing to increase the conversions from a website or
digital campaign. A conversion can refer to any action that a web visitor takes. Tests are either
A/B tests, or multivariate tests. It’s important to understand the business and customers, so you
can create appropriate, useful tests.
The basic approach to conversion optimisation is:

Figure 14. The variation allowing users to fill in details later for Tinkoff Bank. (Source: VWO)
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1.

Gather data

2.

Analyse data

3.

Fix anything that’s broken
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4.

Design tests

5.

Run tests

6.

Report and repeat.

20.10 Case study questions
1. Why did Tinkoff bank try two different variations for the first two tests?
2. Why was testing so important in this case?
3. Discuss why the winning variation outperformed the others in each case.

20.11 Chapter questions
1. Describe a situation where an A/B test would be more suited as a data-gathering method
than a multivariate test.
2. What is a conversion rate, and why is it so important to marketers?

Figure 5. Stokes, 2013.
Figure 6. VWO, 2017. https://vwo.com/ab-split-test-significance-calculator/
Figure 7. Own image.
Figure 8. G2Crowd, 2017. https://www.g2crowd.com/compare/google-analytics-vs-kissmetrics
Figure 9. VWO, 2015. https://vwo.com/blog/tinkoff-case-study/
Figure 10. VWO, 2015. https://vwo.com/blog/tinkoff-case-study/
Figure 11. VWO, 2015. https://vwo.com/blog/tinkoff-case-study/
Figure 12. VWO, 2015. https://vwo.com/blog/tinkoff-case-study/
Figure 13. VWO, 2015. https://vwo.com/blog/tinkoff-case-study/
Figure 14. VWO, 2015. https://vwo.com/blog/tinkoff-case-study/

3. What can you test on an eCommerce product page? List three examples.

20.12 Further reading
www.grokdotcom.com – FutureNow’s GrokDotCom offers commentary, case studies and conversion
optimisation best practice.
www.whichtestwon.com – Anne Holland’s Which Test Won shows case studies where you can guess the
result, and compare your prowess to that of other visitors.
Always Be Testing: The Complete Guide to Google Website Optimizer by Bryan Eisenberg, John Quarto-von
Tivadar and Lisa T. Davis
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