THE ROAD TO
DAMASCUS:
WHY SEEING CONVERSION IN A NEW
LIGHT CAN MAKE YOU MORE MONEY
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“AS HE JOURNEYED HE
CAME NEAR DAMASCUS,
AND SUDDENLY A LIGHT
SHONE AROUND HIM
FROM HEAVEN. THEN HE
FELL TO THE GROUND, AND
HEARD A VOICE SAYING TO
HIM, ‘SAUL, SAUL, WHY
ARE YOU PERSECUTING
ME?’ SO HE, TREMBLING
AND ASTONISHED, SAID,
‘LORD, WHAT DO YOU
WANT ME TO DO?’”
Abridged from The New Kings James Version, Acts 9, verses I–XVIII
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What is a Damascene Conversion?
Named after the experience of Saul of Tarsus on the road to
Damascus narrated in the Christian Bible, this term has come
to describe a radical and dramatic shift in perception or opinion.
The experience repeats through much of
the western tradition in literature and the
arts and phrases in use in many current
conversations such as ‘seeing the light’ or
‘scales falling from one’s eyes’ come straight
out of this narrative.
Saul’s conversion to the religion he had,
until the scales fell from his eyes, been chief
antagonist and persecutor, is a powerful
image. He not only became a believer, but
eventually a major saint – he is after all the
St Paul of London’s iconic cathedral.

So why start an e-commerce piece
with a religious story?
Conversion of course! And more prosaically
the need for digital professionals to make a
radical adjustment in how they think about it.

Enlightenment
Whilst its ubiquity cannot be denied, as a channel digital
plays a varied role in fulfilling customer needs depending
on sector. It is worth recalling that in retail for example,
even excluding grocery, more than 80% of all goods are
still bought in physical shops in the UK. *

* Source:
The UK Government’s
Office for National
Statistics (January 2019)

It is also worth noting that, with one or
two particular exceptions, the considerable
majority of traffic on a website is not there
to make a purchase but to satisfy a variety
of other needs from browsing for inspiration,
price comparisons, through to updating
an online account.
To date, however, the core metric for digital
professionals has failed to address this issue.
Conversion rates are classically calculated
by taking the number of users who complete
the target transaction (purchase or in some
way become a lead) over a set period of time
and divide this number by the total number
of users on a website over the same period.
In this calculation we ignore the customer,
or just assume they all arrived wanting to
complete the transaction on offer.

As a consequence, this drives some
interesting behaviour in e-commerce teams:
particularly where they try and address the
issue of intention by choosing to calculate
conversion from a later stage in the customer
journey than the initial point of entry. This is
generally a decision based on the business
view of customer intention, as opposed to
using any customer insight and as a result
can flatter performance reporting and
de-prioritise consideration of early stage
failure to engage with the proposition.
We have spent a great deal of time with
e-commerce teams from a wide range
of sectors and within those sectors from
businesses who can range from those
with a world-class reputation for excellence
to those looking to establish the basics
effectively in their organisation. Working
with them we have developed a way of
refining their understanding of conversion
such that they can scale the real opportunity
for revenue growth.

WHITEPAPER

Conversion Rate Effectiveness
The outcome of this work is the development of a new
measure of conversion we have named Conversion Rate
Effectiveness. This is a single measure that defines success
in commercial digital engagements as the rate at which
an organisation converts those who land with a high
propensity to transact (i.e. buy or become a lead).
As with everything else we have developed
over the last eight years, this measure
defines success against a benchmark set
by the customer rather than internally by
an e-commerce team. The benchmark for
propensity therefore comes not from an
expensive algorithm (always risky as they
are built on a set of assumptions) but from
something far less likely to be wildly
inaccurate: asking customers themselves
about what they have landed to do.
Our experience in on-site optimisation
suggests that the only really effective way
to understand ‘why’ as well as ‘what’ is failing
to convert users into customers is to ask
straightforward open questions and to collect
sufficient responses to ensure there is a
robust pattern on which to base decisions
Our work over the last couple of years has
built a significant degree of confidence that
this proven methodology that can underpin
rapid and successful innovation programmes

to drive growth, can just as credibly be applied
to the vexed issue of propensity to transact.
The problem with the algorithm approach
is that it is based on historical transactional
data, not insight as to intention. For example
in a classic media model, we know that
customers who enter from x and see page y
have historically converted better than those
who see page z, so a propensity technology
will then direct more people from x straight
to page y in the hope that they will be more
likely to start the subscription journey.
This may have some historical merit and
it might, on the law of averages, nudge a
few more people down the funnel, but the
website owner is still no wiser as to whether
or not that user had set out with the intention
to transact: they just guessed they were
more likely to do so. Without an acquired
behavioural data set, such approaches still
leave digital teams operating in the dark.

The Good Growth approach is always to start with
the customer and working with a number of our clients
we have established an approach that can deliver,
with credible certainty, a behavioural data set that
can establish whether users:
• Are on the site to transact (‘I will make a purchase’
or ‘I will book a test drive’ for example)
• May transact if they find the right product or service
(‘I’m just looking but may buy/book if I find the right product’)
• Not going to transact (‘I’m not here to buy/book’)

The calculation is
straightforward:

c
E =
ui
where:
•
•
•

E = Conversion rate effectiveness
c = current conversion rate
ui = the number of users
definitely intending to transact
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Why the scales dropped
When we realised that we could establish this metric,
we also realised that we could, for the first time,
help e-commerce/digital teams address a number
of important strategic questions including:
• What is the relative benefit of focusing on improving
on-site performance versus improving the quality/
quantity of traffic engaging with the proposition?
• Do users from different channels have different levels
of propensity to transact and if not, which source is
least effective and why?
• Does propensity change over a 12-month period and
if so, how seasonal is intent and are we optimising high
intent seasonality?
• Has propensity shifted over time and if so, are there
implications for our proposition?
• How do we benchmark against industry norms?

Digital strategies can be informed and
illuminated by having data that can answer
these and similar questions. In the early
stages, the challenge is often to understand
segments better and start building distinctive
sales and marketing engagements that reflect
where users have come from as they ‘land’
in a digital eco-system.

But as these data sets develop, they can
generate further questions and early ideas
that can, quickly and cheaply, be developed
into minimum viable product (MVP) or
other prototype tests that can explore the
opportunities that can be developed through
more significant proposition change.

We have also developed a presentational
approach that helps client teams and their
senior commercial leadership understand
the implications and where to focus to find
growth. We call these propensity pyramids.
Each pyramid describes in a visual way the
estimated volume of users in each segment.
This has two uses: it can show current
effectiveness and indicate where the focus
needs to be through comparison with
sector ‘norms’.
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To illustrate, here are examples
from three sectors:

Top Heavy
(Utilities)
The majority of users are on the site
specifically to transact (normally submit a
meter reading, pay their bill or notify a change
of address), this increases site conversion
rate but suggests an opportunity for growing
through driving consideration traffic.

Intermediate
(E-Commerce Retail)
The majority of users are on the site with
no intent to buy or may buy if they find the
right product. The opportunity lies in driving
medium intent to conversion intent via
product findability and to drive consideration
to medium intent via sales engagement.

Bottom Heavy
(Media Subscription)
The majority of users are on the site
with no intent to buy, this drives a low site
conversion rate. The opportunity lies in
driving sales effectiveness to drive users
through consideration to conversion.

“I will make a purchase”

“Just looking but will buy
if I find the right thing”

“Only browsing and don’t
intend to buy”

“I will make a purchase”

“Just looking but will buy
if I find the right thing”

“Only browsing and don’t
intend to buy”

“I will make a purchase”

“Just looking but will buy
if I find the right thing”

“Only browsing and don’t
intend to buy”

Whilst the above pyramids demonstrate
the general pattern that is observed across
different industries, there are always
exceptions to the rule.
Opposite are three iterations of the above
pyramids taken from real experience of
calculating propensity for different types
of organisation:

Summary
Conversion rate effectiveness
can transform your view of your
e-commerce performance regardless
of the transaction. It can also
help you think more strategically
about where you should be focusing
resources to find longer-term growth.
Finally, it may also save you a lot of
money by not investing in machine
learning that only operates on
quantitative data sets.

WHITEPAPER

Specialist Retailer
For many specialist retailers the issue is
more about need to attract more potential
customers than to work on making significant
improvements to their online execution.

High Value Retailer
For high value retailers, the commitment
required for the user to commit to the
purchase is considerable. Whilst traffic
may be high, the challenge is in generating
the reassurance needed to shift people
from a browse mindset into one that
results in a purchase.

Post-Paywall Media
Whilst propensity to subscribe post-paywall
for media subscription is higher than
is generally seen before this point in the
journey, there is still work to do to ensure
users purchase a subscription.

59%

“I will make a purchase”

33%

“Just looking but will buy

8%

“Only browsing and don’t

if I find the right thing”

intend to buy”

14%

“I will make a purchase”

39%

“Just looking but will buy

46%

“I will not make

14%

“I will subscribe”

48%

“I may subscribe”

38%

“I will not subscribe”

if I find the right thing”

a purchase”

Get in touch for a radical commercial
approach to digital performance.

T:

+44 20 7183 0964 (UK)
+1 646 417 8444 (USA)

E:

enquiries@goodgrowth.co.uk
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