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Whether you are making en-
hancements to or rolling out a 
new or refreshed ecommerce 

site, it’s important to test that links work, 
buttons lead where they promise, and the 
coding does what it’s supposed to do. 

But even after an ecommerce site passes 
the QA tests, customers can still get frus-
trated with the user experience. While links 
might, technically, work fine, they might 
not lead to what the user expects, notes 
Jeannie Walters, CEO of customer expe-
rience consultancy Connext360 in an ar-
ticle she wrote for Multichannel Merchant.1 
With tablets now an increasingly important 
avenue for shoppers, even sites that are op-

timized for mobile can miss opportunities.
Typical QA testing is a vital part of any 

technology rollout, but testing the human 
factors and improving the site for real 
shoppers will result in better conversion, 
improved loyalty and happier customers 
in the long term.

Online merchants are missing signifi-
cant opportunities to improve the effec-
tiveness, reach and return of their market-
ing and sales programs.2 According to a 
survey of 160 global merchants conducted 
by SLI Systems, 57% admit to not using 
their site search reports and information 
to enhance marketing programs. 

Only 25% of merchants say they inte-

grate site search data into email marketing 
campaigns to better customize offers for 
customers, with 27% creating SEO landing 
pages populated with site search results 
and custom banners, 13% taking advan-
tage of site search to power mobile search, 
and only 11% integrating site search with 
various social media channels to improve 
amplification.

Half of respondents say they are not do-
ing more with site search to enhance mar-
keting and sales programs due to limited re-
sources, while nearly 30% say they just aren’t 
sure how to do it, and 10% cite that their ex-
isting site search solution does not allow for 
integration with marketing programs.

Improving Usability and 
Winning Customer Loyalty 
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Site Search Benefits
Merchants know site search is a must-

have element of any online business ap-
proach. But they should also be aware of 
the rich benefits site search can provide to 
marketing and sales strategies. Merchants 
can collect valuable insights on visitor 
habits and buying behavior to help them 
deliver a richer user experience—which, 
in turn, encourages a purchase.

Jelly Belly knows firsthand how im-
portant site search can be to the efficacy 
of marketing programs. The gourmet jel-
lybean and candy merchant uses on-site 
search data to ensure the appropriate top-
searched keywords are incorporated in 
press releases, advertising and marketing 
materials. In addition, Jelly Belly uses site 
search merchandising capabilities to fine-
tune results and create landing pages for 
customized product groupings.

For a Cinco de Mayo promotion, for 
example, Jelly Belly grouped various beans 
together to create “recipes” for tres leches 
cake and Mexican hot chocolate. The com-
pany then uses the URLs of those dedicat-
ed landing pages for display advertising, 
retargeting and email campaigns.

Jelly Belly also dropped a banner tool 
onto that page to tie the promotional as-
sets from the email or banner ad to the 
landing page so it all makes sense. The re-
sult was an 85% increase in open rates for 
direct mail campaigns.

If it’s done correctly, site search can en-
hance the user experience by reducing site 
abandonment, increasing conversion rates 
and increasing customer engagement. But 
Ed Hoffman, vice president of global sales 
and business development with SLI Sys-
tems notes, 73% of visitors will leave a site 
if the search is poor.3

Visitors who use site search are proven 
to convert better than those who do not, 
Hoffman says. Using the feature, he adds, 
is also the best way for a consumer to find 
a particular item on your site. Place the site 
search box in a consistent location such as 
the upper middle or upper right portion of 
your site. Make it prominent on the page 
and make sure it stands out against other 

logos or messages. Have some contrast to 
the site search box; make sure it stands out 
in the eyes of your visitor.

Within the site search box, make sure 
there is some text such as “Search Prod-
ucts” or “Get Help Here,” letting the con-
sumer know what options they have.

Give consumers the auto-complete op-
tion when typing queries.

Looking at the search analytics and see-
ing what your customers are looking for 
on your site is also a great way to greatly 
improve your searches and click boxes. 

And the Search Results
Your search box is a great discovery tool. 

Of course it helps your site visitors dis-
cover the products and information they 
seek, but it also helps you learn about your 
customers too. By understanding your cus-
tomers’ intent—in their own words—you 
are better able to merchandise your site 
(and search results pages) with compelling 
offers and messages—in a visually opti-
mized way—that will help improve a cus-
tomer’s likelihood of making a purchase.

Geoff Brash, co-founder of SLI Systems, 
wrote in an article for Multichannel Mer-
chant that site search reports are a great 

source of behavioral data that can help you 
anticipate changing market conditions 
and quickly align your merchandising 
practices accordingly.4 With proper mer-
chandising controls, you can quickly and 
easily test and refine product assortments, 
promotional messages and the placement 
and presentation of non-product content 
on both search and navigation pages.

The result can be a significant boost to 
online conversion rates, increased average 
order sizes and more for your bottom line. 
For example, a merchandising banner on 
your website showcases your brand and 
draws attention to promotions and spe-
cial offers. By looking at your visitors’ own 
search terms you can trigger the display 
of merchandising banners with relevant 
messages or calls to action that match the 
keywords they’re using.

These banners should be both informa-
tive and eye-catching so you don’t want to 
have an over-abundance of text. Content 
should be short and catchy, and you should 
be sure to you use images and brand logos 
as appropriate.

Ribbon overlays can help you call out 
specific products and drive impulse buy-
ing. Ribbon overlays are digital stickers 



4

ExEcutivE Summary: uSability

Part of:

such as “Best Seller” or “Top Rated” that 
merchandisers dynamically apply to indi-
vidual search results to visually display a 
special quality about the product. Motor-
cycle Superstore uses ribbon overlays to 
call attention to sales items and products 
with an accompanying video, as shown in 
the accompanying image.

While showing relevant search results 
is important, there may be times when 
you want to promote certain products 
and move those items to the top. There are 
several reasons for fine-tuning results and 
pushing certain products to the top of the 
page, such as seasonality, new products, 
high margin or high inventory products. 
Similarly, there may be items you want to 
move to the bottom of the results or even 
hide for a particular search string, such as 
products that have low margins or poor 
customer reviews.

When visitors land on a single product 
page, you run the risk of showing them an 
item that’s not the most relevant to their 
search, and you miss out on letting them 
know there are other products they might 
be more interested in. You can solve this 
problem with a merchandising banner 

on these landing pages that shows prod-
ucts relevant to the original search term 
they used. When used appropriately, like 
for long-tail and product-specific search 
terms, these merchandised landing pages 
can keep customers engaged and drive 
more page views and conversions.

Merchants can leverage the social me-
dia trend by showcasing social approvals, 
ratings, reviews and recommendations in 
search results. These social buttons also 
encourage social sharing and provide a 
more engaging experience with a human 
element that is sometimes missing from 
online retail. Additionally, showing the 
likes, favorites and recommendations of 
other influencers within search results can 
help build community and grow sales.

Closing the Sale
A streamlined and efficient shopping 

cart funnel that does away with errors, dis-
tractions and confusion—allowing visitors 
to do precisely what they came to do—will 
help keep those shoppers who intend to 
make a purchase.5

Give your customers the instructions 
and information they need at the very start 

of the checkout process. A clean, concise 
progress bar at the top of the page, show-
ing each checkout stage and highlighting 
which stage the shopper is currently at is a 
great way to do this. Calls to action should 
also be as clear as possible; there should 
be no question as to what the next step 
in the process is. Aside from a link to the 
home page, there should be nothing that 
distracts or takes shoppers away from the 
checkout page.

If you offer free or discounted ship-
ping, make sure it’s strongly emphasized 
throughout the site, not just in the shop-
ping cart. You can also set a dollar amount 
needed in the cart to activate free shipping. 
If you go this route, include messaging that 
tells shoppers how much more they’ll need 
to spend in order to qualify. Multiple ship-
ping options and holiday delivery sched-
ules should be prominently displayed in 
the cart as well so buyers can make sure 
their gifts arrive on time.

Forms are often a source of customer 
frustration. If a form is too long, too con-
fusing, too invasive or insists on registra-
tion, you’re simply going to lose custom-
ers at the very point where you could have 
gained them. Allow for guest checkouts, 
auto-fill capabilities or the option to create 
an account after the order is placed.

Displaying a security logo or seal 
throughout the checkout process will reas-
sure visitors that your site is trusted. Visual 
aids such as a lock or a checkmark, as well 
as words like “safe” and “secure” should be 
prominently displayed.

 Also, allow for other payment meth-
ods besides credit cards, such as PayPal, 
Amazon Payments or Google Checkout. 

If you use promo 
codes, keep the in-
formation on the 
checkout page; if 
customers have to 
bounce around the 
site to go hunting 
for promo codes, 
they might not 
come back.
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Optimize for Tablets
Couch commerce is here, thanks to the 

iPad and other tablet devices. Nielsen re-
ports that 69% of television viewers say 
they watch TV and use a tablet device 
or smartphone at the same time.6 What’s 
more interesting for retailers is that almost 
a quarter (22%) of those respondents say 
they’ve looked up coupons or deals related 
to a product they saw in an advertisement 
on TV, and more than a quarter (27%) say 
they’ve looked up product information for 
an advertisement they saw on TV. Among 
younger TV watchers, the number is even 
higher.

Online retailers need to find unique ways 
to take advantage of this new trend and get 
those shoppers engaged with their sites—
which means they need to optimize their 
sites for couch commerce. Because tablets 
use touch instead of a mouse and keyboard, 
it’s harder to type or click on small graphics 
on a tablet site. The key to a tablet-friendly 
shopping experience is to take advantage of 
the touch paradigm. One way to do this is 
to redesign with responsive design in mind. 
Instead of building a separate site for the 
traditional desktop, for iPad surfing and for 
smartphone use, retailers can build a single 
site with separate cascading style sheets 
(CSS) per device type. This way, merchants 
can create a CSS for iPad users that could 
include bigger call-to-action buttons, more 
spacing between clickable items, and even 
higher-resolution graphics to take advan-
tage of hi-def screens. 

Using Big Data
By integrating first-party customer 

data with inventory information, revenue 
management systems and buying history, 
retailers can deliver customer-specific of-

fers that will not only create a personalized 
message that reflects shopping habits and 
preference, but can also help reach busi-
ness goals and increase revenue. Not only 
will big data help identify what a perspec-
tive shopper will buy during a certain time 
of the year, but it is also a powerful tool in 
cross-sells and upsells.7 

Taking it a step further, the road to 
the big data success is not about shifting 
through piles and piles of data. For retail-
ers especially, the focus should be on re-
turning customers, the frequency of their 
purchases and their behavior patterns. 
Once that is set, look at that data to un-
cover new insights about these specific vis-
itors. This can help generate ideas that will 
increase engagement about your brand, 
the products you sell and your ecommerce 
website as a whole.

Starting with a customer-centric ap-
proach will also help you create a much 
more personalized experience and im-
prove metrics.

Making Email Mobile
For many merchants, more than 20% of 

their emails are now being read on smart-
phones and tablets—and for some it’s in ex-
cess of 40%. Because email engagement is 
typically multifold higher on tablets than on 
smartphones, focus on making your emails 
tablet-friendly by using larger headlines 
and deck copy, and then by making calls-to-
action easy to tap by avoiding image, button 
and link crowding. Once you’ve mastered 
that, you can move on to the smaller screen 
and make smartphone-friendly changes to 
your email marketing program.

When people read emails on a mobile 
device, they are often multitasking and may 
have only a few seconds to read your email. 

Make your message strong and singular so 
recipients can decide immediately if they 
want to act on it. If the message is compli-
cated, recipients will think to themselves, 
“I’ll deal with this later,” and they never do.

Think about the content—other than 
your main message—that you’re including 
within your email. Is it absolutely neces-
sary? Decide what you want to communi-
cate, your bottom line message and what 
you want the recipient to do. But limit the 
amount of copy, because if your message 
contains too much, it is not going to stand 
out on a small screen.

As for the technical aspect, limit the 
width of images to 300 pixels, headlines to 
30 points and body copy to 14 points. You 
also need to maximize white space to 10 
points to accommodate the touchscreen ca-
pabilities of the smartphone—and to keep 
readers from tapping on the wrong links. ■
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