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Web ROI: the Return of Information (and Innovation, Inspiration and Independence...)

BY: Stephen Morgan, Founder and Managing Director, Squiz UK.
This year’s Online Information show comes at an interesting time.  Green shoots of recovery and large tech acquisitions are in the news. What’s interesting is that the real action isn’t at the application level - it’s being driven by people power and the Return of Information.

When you take a step back, the most exciting thing happening today is the way that information is being created, published, managed and presented by normal, everyday users (rather than by brands).  The Social Media revolution kick started things: Twitter profiles can now be as influential at the Financial Times. This in turn has taught marketing professionals that they no longer manage the consumer agenda.

Brands need to be more agile in a world where people can publish and share their thoughts in a nanosecond.  They need to assimilate and react to a mass of different information sources in new ways.  Your show agenda reflects this:  the Semantic Web, Mashups, Organisational 2.0 ...these themes are addressing what it takes to rethink a web content strategy so that you can create user experiences that reflect public wants and needs.

All of which makes yesterday’s web applications (and web sites) seem a little pedestrian.

At Squiz we’ve been walking the walk for a while now with our Supported Open Source Web Content Management framework, MySource Matrix.  We’re exhibiting at the show and we’d love to chat to you about how to capitalise on these trends and become more nimble.  In the meantime, here are some thoughts to take on your travels:

Information is marketing / marketing is information. Your site acquires a thousand different consumer insights every day - browsing habits, search language, geography. Simple Web Optimisation techniques can turn your web site into a Sales Director.  Don’t be a sausage factory. Split (or multivariate) test your content and deliver services that are based on information gleaned from real, live user profiles, referral sources and browser journeys.  It’s easy to do.

Innovation in Information. No more six month timetables - think 12 weeks, max. If your focus is the web, then you need to change your service delivery patterns - and to do this you need a more agile framework.  MySource Matrix and Supported Open Source makes sense in this respect. 

Your information can provide inspiration - but only if you let go.  The Social web shows us that the best way to build killer services is to let your users do it for you. (Think Social Bookmarking, Facebook apps, Open Source software, and the Amazon shopping engine - the value of these things lies in information drawn from a smart user base.) The same goes for your web site: you need to deliver tools and services that put users in control. User-generated data can be aggregated and re-presented at every level - navigation, recommendations, reviews, polls, videos, images, even search interfaces.  Public inputs will always provide a richer site experience than a developer/marketeer ‘taxonomy’ / ‘user journey’ brainstorming session.

Your information should be independent - in your hands. This last point is not rocket science, but it will allow you to do the type of things outlined above.  If you want to act fast on information, innovate in meaningful ways and give your site users what they want, when they want it, then you’d better ensure that you control the means of production.  

· This means (shock horror) that sales, support, marketing and communications people own the keys to your site and your content strategy - not your IT team, not a web agency and certainly not a software vendor.  You need a Web Content framework that’s unfettered by arcane code, complex license schemes and an interface from 1990.  Getting one isn’t hard, and when you do so the old ROI debate tends to fade fast. (Take Emap for example - they now deliver new web sites within half a day via their marcoms team using MySource Matrix).
At Squiz, we’re always geared for Web Content Management systems like this (as well as Emap, we also we do it for Boots, Oxford University, and the V&A Museum).  We’re a little different from the norm. We don’t charge a license fee for our system - we get paid for building great sites instead.  We also have some rather radical services and software in our portfolio.  We can deliver everything we do as a service (SaaS), and we have some amazing apps like Funnelback (our semantic, federated enterprise search solution) and Maxymiser (our partner Site Optimization solution) to bring to the mix.  

We like to put our customers in control all of the time. We focus on the framework so that they can do great things with their information ...and we think you should do the same. 
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