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It is less than ten years since the Internet became an indispensable part of business. It is now nearly as common for a company to have a website as it is for it to have a fax machine or a telephone.

But the science of website design and management is still in its infancy. Design has moved along a lot in recent years, with better and easier to use web development tools and the spread of low cost web design agencies, but web management is still rarely well done.

A new book by Australia web consultant Hurol Inan goes a long way towards providing some of the skills people need to get the most from their websites. It is called “Measuring the Success of your Website” (Prentice Hall), but it is about much more than that subject. Its subtitle is more accurate: “A customer-centric approach to website management”.

I met Hurol last year when he was a contributor on a book I edited (The Australian eBusiness Guide). He and his friend Mark Nielson wrote the introductory chapters to that book, and I was impressed with their clarity of expression and their understanding of the fundamentals of eBusiness. When Hurol finished his own book he asked me if I’d have a look at it and review it if I thought it was worthwhile.

It is. Anybody with a website, from the smallest piece of brochureware to the largest online retailer, can benefit from this book. It goes way beyond the basics of site measurement to develop new metrics that are tied in with some effective design tips.

It has always been pretty easy to measure how many people visit a website, and how many people click on certain things on that website, like display ads and links to other sites and pages. But that information is not in itself very useful, and we can now do much more in understanding people’s online behaviour.

 As Hurol says in the preface to the book, “one of the big lessons we are still learning is that organisations should not build websites with the aim of increasing hits, page-views and unique sessions. Rather, the website should focus on serving the organisation’s customers and on achieving returns for its investors.”

That is what the book is all about. By breaking the behaviour of visitors to a site into four stages (reach, acquire, convert, retain), and then by applying metrics to each stage and determining how much money you are spending, you can go a long way towards determining the effectiveness of your web strategies.

The “reach” stage should use metrics such as number of people reached, percentage of targeted and untargeted reaches, cost per targeted reach, and the like. Other stages have their own metrics, from “average total time spent before conversion” to “net value of customer retention”. It is a well known fact in business that it costs more to attract a new customer than to retain an existing one, and the book has a lot on customer retention.

The book contains a wealth of analysis techniques, with names like “best customer analysis”, the “customer engagement funnel”, “onsite search effectiveness analysis”, and many more. The whole ethos of the book is about attracting and retaining online customers, and understanding their behaviour and modifying your website accordingly.

Doing business on the Internet is different than doing business conventionally, but many of the rules remain the same. The most important of these is that the customer is king, and that some customers are much more valuable than others (the old 80/20 rule). But the Internet is also different. Because you can track people’s movements around your site, you can understand your customers in ways that were not previously possible. Hurol’s book shows you how to turn that information to your advantage.

The book has an accompanying website, www.hurolinan.com. You can buy the book there (it costs $49.95, though it’s a bit cheaper on amazon), and have a good look at some extracts from it. The site is meant to be used in conjunction with the book, but if you tell the site you have the book you can have a glimpse at many of the techniques used to perform the sort of analysis Hurol is talking about. There’s also links to many useful sites, and a handy online glossary of terms.

Hurol has become something of a worldwide authority on the subject. At the end of June he is speaking at the eMetrics Summit in Santa Barbara (www.targeting.com), and the book is selling well in the USA. So it should.

The Internet is no longer in its infancy. It is an essential component of modern business. And it is time to bring to it some of the management techniques of modern business. Hurol Inan’s book shows us how to do just that.
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