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What do customers want?
If a business’s ultimate goal is to make money, 
then this is best achieved by minimising the costs 
associated with each transaction. Online sales 
should help achieve this by removing some of the 
overheads associated with bricks-and-mortar stores, 
yet they are often plagued by actions less commonly 
associated with standard retail – some of which are 
because vendors aren’t providing what customers 
want when they’re shopping online.

One problem occurs when customers find the 
products delivered to them don’t match their 
expectations. Sizing is notoriously variable across 
clothing brands, for example: one vendor’s size 
‘Small’ is another’s ‘Large’, and even standard 
industry sizing isn’t applied consistently between 
vendors. “Am I a size 10 or 12 or 14?” The result is 
‘bracket buying’, where customers buy two or three 
different sizes of the same item to give themselves 

the best chance of getting one that fits. In addition, 
colours may not match the images people have 
browsed. And quality can be hard to judge, 
especially if you haven’t bought from a particular 
vendor before. 

One solution suggested by Mahamood Raihan, 
Founder of My Green Bag, is to use size guidance 
software that lets buyers enter their details and 
typical sizes in various brands they’ve purchased 
before in order to recommend the ideal size in your 
clothes. If this is too expensive, at least include size 
guidelines that will cover everything you sell, with 
measurements in imperial and metric. 

As for imagery: “If you have images that will convert 
people into buyers, they may not actually be like 
the products people receive,” says Raihan. “We’ve 
instigated a rule of taking all our product photos 
in natural daylight and that has resulted in fewer 
returns.”

Conversion Commerce – 
How to turn visitors into buyers
When running a business, every single thing you do has one ultimate end goal: to make a profit. Whether you’re 
choosing or creating products or services to sell, trying to capture the attention of people or companies who might 
buy those products or services, or moving them through the sales funnel (and back through it multiple times), it’s all 
about the bottom line. And to do that, you need to convert browsers into buyers.

Nobody knows for sure exactly what the average global conversion figure is, but the most widely quoted statistic 
is 1%–3%. Differences in attribution models also make it hard to produce definitive figures for comparison with 
your own. What does seem to be agreed on is that conversion rates in the UK are not only higher than the global 
average, but also higher than the US: Wolfgang Digital quotes this as 1.8% (UK) vs 1.4% (US), while Monetate 
suggests figures of 4.04% (UK) vs 2.23% (US). 

Conversion is, of course, a very broad term, essentially applying to any time someone completes a desired goal 
– that is, when they do something you want them to do. So it could refer to what proportion of people fill in a 
form, or download an app, or open an email. More often than not, though, it’s considered in the context of getting 
people to purchase. 

So how can you improve conversion rates – and better still, achieve sales with the most value? The answer is to 
give potential customers what they want, when and how they want it, even if they don’t know that’s what they want 
at the start of their journey. In this whitepaper, we draw from the experiences of several companies who have taken 
different approaches in order to present some strategies to consider.



Conversion Commerce 3

Anastasia Kenyon, Founder of Kandi Cosmetics, 
agrees with the importance of good imagery. She 
also advises listing items where users will find them: 
“Think how buyers will search and don’t make them 
conform to your way of cataloguing products.”

Similarly, Raihan notes that you shouldn’t assume 
all buyers favour the same payment options that 
you do, especially in other countries. For example, 
in Germany online consumers prefer ‘payment on 
account’, while in some other countries they prefer 
bank-to-bank transfers, especially if they haven’t 
bought from a vendor before.

“We want to remove as many barriers to purchase 
as possible,” says Daniel McGinley, Head of 
eCommerce at Rocket Dog. “That means having 
good size guides and making it clear what the 
delivery options are, especially if you offer free 
delivery. It’s been shown that the more delivery 
options you have, the higher the conversion rate will 
be. The same goes for payment options. Ultimately, 
it’s about taking away any reason not to buy.”

Who are the most valuable 
customers?
Optimising the buying journey is one thing, but 
it won’t make every customer equally valuable 
to your business. There will always be some who 
abuse aspects of online buying; for example those 
who buy your products solely to show them off on 
social media before returning them, and those who 
add extra items to their basket to qualify for free 
delivery, with no intention of ever keeping them. Too 
many buyers like this can significantly deplete your 
profit margins, so you may want to address this by 
trying to identify them and then either blacklisting 
them or phoning them to ‘check orders’.

At the other end of the scale, Raihan from My Green 
Bag suggests: “It’s worth looking for premium 
customers who are more profitable for the business. 
Establish good relations with them, send them 

emails and newsletters first, and show them that you 
value them, for example by rewarding them with a 
loyalty discount.” 

Louis Adamou, eCommerce director for Borough 
Kitchen, notes that his business will phone high value 
customers “to drive loyalty – it really works!”

“Social media is an obvious 
place to go to look for customers 
but make sure you know the 
demographic of the channels you 
use – for example, the Facebook 
one was older than we thought”  

Jim Warren - Vice President of 
Marketing at Bloom & Wild

Your business model will, to some extent, inform 
what the best tactics are for your business. However, 
it’s hard to disagree with Rocket Dog’s McGinley 
when he observes: “If you acquire a customer in 
the sale, it’s hard to move them across to full price 
purchasing. And if you later offer promotions to 
customers who have previously paid full price, they 
tend to move across.”

My Green Bag’s Raihan agrees: “If you’re offering 
really big discounts to customers to encourage them 
to buy from you for the first time, they’re going to 
build up expectations of getting similar discounts in 
future. They may buy more from you, but they may 
not bring much in the way of profit to the company.”

That said, for some companies being known as 
a discount vendor works perfectly well. “Every 
company has its own tactics,” notes Kandi’s Kenyon. 
“We do push to discount and sales-oriented 
customers as we’re the make-up equivalent of fast 
fashion, and we do well on pay days, for example.”

What seems indisputable is that the really valuable 
customers are those who have bought from you 
before. According to Adobe, in the US returning 
customers are up to nine times more likely to 
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convert than a first-time shopper, and their 
propensity to buy increases with every purchase. The 
same Adobe study found that in the UK, returning 
or repeat customers make up only 10% of visitors 
on average, but contribute 27% of overall revenue. 
(In the US the disparity is even higher, with the 8% 
of visitors who are returning or repeat customers 
contributing 40% of overall revenue.)

In a later analysis of the same research, Adobe 
calculated that in Europe, encouraging 1% more of 
your first-time buyers to become returning shoppers 
would be worth as much as €11 million per average 
retailer.

The Wolfgang Digital 2019 report agrees about the 
value of attracting users back, stating that “The 
websites that had the highest volumes of revenue 
had the highest number of sessions per user over 
12 months… This is the strongest correlation the 
study has ever seen.”i The report suggests that the 
number of sessions per user has, in 2019, become 
the critical engagement KPI.

How do you find them? And how 
do you keep them?
There is no perfect formula for attracting and 
retaining buyers. Even within the same sector, each 
business has different target customers. But some of 
the advice shared by those ‘out in the field’ is good 
fodder for everyone. 

Content is one area that has to work hard for both 
attraction and retention. “Any content you provide 
has to be relevant and influential,” says Kandi’s 
Kenyon. “It’s good to match it to individuals and to 
reflect their lifestyle.” 

Adamou from Borough Kitchen suggests that 
content is a key differentiator that can help in the 
battle against the Amazon behemoth: “You need 
to compare your content to what’s on Amazon, as 
people do their research on there and it’s [almost] 
always cheaper. So consider what value you can 
add with your content as you probably won’t be 
able to compete on price or delivery. That could be 

research, or product care advice, or opinion copy 
and so on.”

Social media is an obvious place to go to look 
for customers. “But make sure you know the 
demographic of the channels you use – for example, 
the Facebook one was older than we thought,” 
comments Jim Warren, Vice President of Marketing 
at Bloom & Wild. Conversely, McGinley of Rocket 
Dog recounts that “Facebook is great for us as an ad 
channel, as our customers match the Facebook key 
demographic.” 

Instagram appears to be maintaining its popularity 
as the marketing opportunities within it increase, 
although McGinley notes: “On Instagram, likes used 
to be valuable, but now you can buy them and so 
their value has decreased.” Similarly, the value of 
influencers is being questioned, with audiences 
becoming savvier and more wary about such posts. 

Email marketing continues to work well for some 
businesses too, alongside push notifications, with 
WhatsApp groups appearing as the potential ‘next 
big thing’.

And then there are apps. Some retailers have 
abandoned apps as they’ve found that their mobile 
sites are performing just as well, if not better. For 
browsers and first-time buyers, they can even be a 
turn-off if your business isn’t a match with something 
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they’ve used before. “It’s hard to explain how we 
work on an app,” admits Bloom & Wild’s Warren. 
“Also, people don’t always have enough space on 
their phones and not everyone likes or trusts apps.”

However, apps can work well for repeat customers 
who know your company and want a quick way to 
browse and buy. It helps, too, if the app integrates 
with other phone functions to create added value 
for the user, such as calendar or payment apps. “If 
you’re in retail, an app will mostly benefit existing 
customers,” confirms Warren. However, he cautions: 
“Only build one if it gives a better experience than 
the website, as otherwise it’s detrimental to your 
business. And bear in mind that creating and running 
an app is like having an additional, entirely new 
website. It takes the same amount of time to run, so 
ensure you’re resourced appropriately.”

The role of personalisation
“Personalisation has become really critical for us 
because we want to be able to serve the best 
product to the right person at the right time,” 
explains Mark Williams, CRO Specialist at Virgin 
Experience Days. “It’s a huge challenge to get to 
a true one-to-one position, and personalisation is 
as much work, if not more, than normal day-to-day 
conversion optimisation. But you might be able to 
get started on it more easily than you think.”

There are various levels of personalisation in terms 
of the content you deliver and the experiences 
people have, and you will need manpower and 
the right tools to achieve this. However, people 
increasingly expect some level of personalisation and 
it can be a valuable conversion tool. “You’re trying to 
collect massive amounts of information across your 
business – in real time, if you can,” says Williams. 
“The challenge is using the right information to 
be able to prescribe the most relevant products 

or services – that may be past purchases, recent 
onsite behaviour, interactions with recent marketing 
campaigns, customer service enquiries and so on.”

Raihan from My Green Bag lists a range of 
opportunities where personalised responses can 
improve conversion, such as emails following 
abandoned carts or browsing sessions, personalised 
product recommendations and personalised home 
pages. The potential of each will vary from company 
to company, but that personalisation will become 
ever more important in future eCommerce.

Ticking the boxes
For everything you do, attribution and testing are 
vital. As mentioned previously, there are different 
attribution models you can adopt, but once you 
choose one, stick with it so that the results of any 
testing are meaningful and comparable. 

“Attribution is the Holy Grail,” agrees Rocket 
Dog’s McGinley. “It’s very difficult. Few people are 
happy with their attribution model, but despite 
imperfections you need to pick one and stick with it 
for consistency.” Borough Kitchen’s Adamou points 
out another challenge: “It is really challenging if you 
have physical and virtual stores, and a long purchase 
consideration model, such as ours. You have to 
understand the nuances – how their choices affect 
the results – and constantly re-evaluate things.”

Attribution modelling is just one of a number of 
tasks in the road to optimising your conversion rate. 
Despite Kevin Costner believing that “If you build it, 
they will come”, there is as much work to be done in 
attracting visitors and converting them into buyers 
as in building a company in the first place. The good 
news is that there are now plenty of tools to enable 
this to be done – you just have to plan and choose 
wisely to fit in with your budget and ambitions.
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