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Taking a Web Site to the Next Level
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By Richard Zwicky,
Metamend

and commentary, and improve it.

tors accessing more information.

tion of the content.

The Challenge: Take a highly respected industry resource which is turned to and
trusted by market and industry leaders on a daily basis for their news, updates

The Strategy: Update this institution’s Web site to make it more functional and
easier to use, so that key information is presented in a more relevant and mean-
ingful way. At the same time, add new functionality which would result in visi-
Lastly, employ a strategy which would attract
new users to the Web site, and will raise the overall visibility of the property in
relation to competitors, through the addition of RSS feeds, permitting syndica-

The Issue: Why should the industry leader need to update? If it’s not
broken why fix it?

This was the debate which started after Metamend submitted a few
search engine optimization (SEO) -related articles to Hotel Online for dis-
tribution. The question arose: “how would optimization help Hotel Online?”
It was at this point that the leaders of Hotel Online and Metamend sat down
and began to do something which most organizations do internally on a
regular basis: What's the state of the union? Are we where we want to be,
and where our customers expect us to be?

Herein was the challenge: Hotel Online is the industry leader, so
why mess with success? This is the market leader after all. But the market
leader was not showing up in the search engines. It was not succeeding
in its most obvious client acquisition strategy. The market leader needed a
tune-up. Hotel Online was virtually invisible to anyone outside the industry.
Since industry insiders weren’t the only ones interested in their materials,
and non-insiders use search engines to find resources, this meant that Hotel
Online was not competing for a large share of its own potential marketplace.
An optimization strategy and campaign was required.

Optimization is not just about getting traffic in your door. It’s about
streamlining your business processes so that your clientele get what they
want quickly and easily.

Once customers arrive, your Web site’s design will play a crucial
role in the decision that visitors make whether or not to remain at the Web
site. This was a key decision making factor when the Hotel Online site was
reviewed. Graphics, layout, load time, fonts and ease of navigation all in-
fluence on users’ decisions; the better designed, the better it will perform,
the more sales you'll make. In the case of Hotel Online, the design did
not encourage visitors to read further articles. It actually was laid out in
a manner which inadvertently encouraged visitors not to proceed deeper
into the Web site, thus missing out on an easy way to increase advertising
opportunities.

This brings us to an important point. Imagine people arrive at a
hotel Web site because it happens to be advertising the local wine festival,
and not realizing that they could book their room at the same time. That’s
analogous to the position Hotel Online was in.

This is a common problem for most Web sites: how to get customers
to the site quickly, and how to improve usability once they arrive? Solving this
problem is usually just a question of optimizing a Web site. But sometimes it
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requires more than just optimization. In the case of Hotel Online a complete
site facelift and update was required prior to optimization. Optimization
alone might have been done, but it would not have been anywhere as suc-
cessful. That'’s where Falcon Software came in. They're Web design firm
that specializes in rich media presentations, as well as Web design. Once
engaged, they were able to not just redesign the site, but also meet all of
Hotel Online’s exacting standards in the process.

Apart from the obvious and dramatic improvement in esthetics, you
should also note the overall increase in functionality which was added by
Falcon: A clean, simple navigation layout; an easy to find and use internal
search feature; a more natural, cascading layout of the core sections; sub-
scribing to the newsletter became easier; and lastly increased prominence
was given to the advertisements — they now are functional part of the content,
and more actively viewed than in the past, without being intrusive.

When any company is entering into a redesign, everything about the
design and construction of a Web site should be done from the perspec-
tive of functionality of your clients, but also with an eye to search engine
performance. What's the point of having an award winning Web site to
advertise your property, if no one knows how to find it?

Once the site was updated, the optimization campaign could begin.
Web design is all about sharing the experience, SEO is all about customer
acquisition. In the case of a hotel, SEO is about delivering visitors who are
looking for hotel rooms in the area your property services.

Optimization is the process of ensuring a Web page is correctly found
in the search engines by customers searching for the services you offer.

For optimization to be successful you must speak to your custom-
ers in their language — your site must properly incorporate the language
your customers in its textual content for it to be found under those terms.
This is the key: within the search engines, every Web page has dozens of
possible searches for which it can be found. One common mistake made
by companies in every industry is to use their own industry terms on their
Web site. Unfortunately, most customers don’t know your industry terms.
They will use their own language and phrasing. An optimization campaign
recognizes this, and analyzes actual search engine data to compare the
content on your Web site against the terms that people are actually using
when searching for your service. Any SEO company you engage must use
this data to create or update your Web site’s textual content to match the
language your customers are using.
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without 2 SEO component is doomed to fail. A
visitor from a search engine is someone who
is actively searching for the product or service
the Web site is promoting. If search engines
bring qualified traffic, how can a Web site succeed without even the most
basic search engine marketing strategies?

With regards to ROI, the cost of acquiring a customer through a
search engine is virtually zero compared to traditional advertising, which
can cost hundreds of dollars per client. A good optimization strategy is about
ensuring that a Web site has meaningful and relevant content, to ensure that
only potential customers are delivered from the search engines.

In the case of Hotel Online, their ROI was immediately evident. With
the new design in place, their visitors spent more time on the site reading

Tupelo, Miss.)
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Tupelo Furniturs Market at a crossroad (Northeast Mississippd Daily Journal,

their news and commentary. This translated to more page views per client,
and greater exposure for their advertisers. With the success of the optimiza-
tion campaign, more new visitors were finding the Web site every day, and
recognizing it as a trusted resource in the hospitality industry. This further
increased their total page views per visitor, and overall reach for their ad-
vertisers. Together, a new design and optimization campaign helped deliver
a new boom in business to an already successful Internet landmark.

Richard Zwicky is the president of Metamend. He can be reached
at zwicky @metamend.com




