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Expert’s Corner

Maximising your business’ potential by using the Internet as a marketing tool

Part 1: Building an effective website strategy

Anton Gaylard, general manager of the application service provider division at MWEB Business, will discuss how businesses can best leverage the power of the Internet as a marketing tool. In this month’s column, he will provide an overview of what an Internet marketing strategy encompasses, as well as tips on how readers can implement it in their own businesses in order to ensure optimal customer experiences. 

Self-service is key

Today, existing and potential customers demand 24/7 access to company information and will visit a company’s website as a first port of call. Formulating self-service strategies, which can be intranet or extranet based, enables customers and other stakeholders to access relevant information. 

An extranet-based self-service strategy provides an organisation’s current and prospective customers with information on its products, services, contact details and other information. In a large organisation in particular, an intranet-based self-service strategy significantly reduces the cost of internal communications. Company-related information, such as HR policies and leave applications, can now be accessed via the web.     

Measurement, measurement, measurement 

Internet marketing campaigns are highly measurable and provide useful measures for adapting and tailoring campaigns for improved results. Technology enables a company to track the performance of campaigns on an ongoing basis, by providing a daily view of the number of page impressions and clickthroughs. This information can be used to compare the relative performance of individual executions within the campaign, and adjust the flighting or timing of executions as, when and if necessary.  

Internet marketing mediums 

When looking at the Internet as a marketing tool, there are five mediums to consider:

· Websites;

· Online marketing; 

· Email; 

· SMS; and 

· E-commerce 

This month, we will look at websites and the elements that are involved in developing an effective website strategy.

Building an effective website strategy 

It is imperative for organisations to have a website strategy. Customers today have less time to explore the options that are available to them, and prefer to browse the Web before contacting a company. Your organisation’s website should be an extension of your marketing plan, which ultimately extends the positioning of your existing business and brand to a much larger market. 

Websites offer a low cost and effective way to market your products and services. When devising a website strategy for your business, consider the following points:

· If you are going to be on the Web, you are going to have to do it right! Your website must always be current and appealing

· You will need your own online identity (a domain name, e.g. www.mybusiness.co.za) for your website strategy to succeed

· Your website is an extension of your brand – make sure that your website address is visible on everything, from shopping bags to business cards to invoices  

· Determine how many changes you will be making to your website, and how often it will have to be done

· Consider different design elements and how they complement your brand

· Assess your available resources in terms of both funds and the resources required to maintain your website, as this will determine whether you opt for a customised or template-based website 

· Decide on the level of integration with the rest of your business. A website such as Pick ‘n Pay Home Shopping, for example, is inextricably linked to the rest of the company 

· You have to be visible to search engines. Identify which search engines and specific phrases are driving the most traffic to your website and prioritise search engine optimisation efforts by identifying where your website traffic originates from.

Template-based or customised websites?

Following an evaluation of the criteria for building an effective web strategy, you will need to determine whether a template-based or customised website solution will be best for your business. This will differ according to your business requirements. 

A template-based website provides your business with an effective, low-cost (fixed monthly fee) solution that meets your needs for a professionally built website, which empowers users to maintain their own websites online. Your template based website should be user-friendly and always available. A reliable hosting partner will fulfil these criteria.

Customised websites are generally more expensive and require upfront investment. It takes your existing business systems and integrates them with the Internet to empower your customers, partners and suppliers. Well-known customised South African websites include Pick ‘n Pay, Look & Listen, Incredible Connection and Makro. When opting for a customised website, it is crucial to partner with a reputable provider that has the infrastructure, expertise and available bandwidth to ensure that your existing and potential customers always have an enjoyable experience when visiting your website. 

Making a difference to your brand 

The Internet is a very effective, affordable and measurable way to raise awareness and market your products and services. Bear the following in mind:

· If you are going to be on the Internet, do it well!

· Choose your partners wisely 

· Create a self-service environment that provides access to relevant information

· Keep your website current and fresh 

Next month we will look at the various components of online marketing, and how you can apply it to your business to deliver cost-effective, measurable marketing campaigns that support your offline marketing efforts.  
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