ITU Live: Cookies, Citizens AnD WEBSITES

Analyse
This

How do you know when your
website works? When it comes
to improving public services the
answer may not always be obvi-
ous — but it is vital to set targets
and measure against them. Dan
Jellinek reports from ITU Live.

whether or not their websites are working,

but managers sometimes focus on softer
measures which are hard to interpret such as
'how many visits did we get?" Peter Jordan,
product analytics lead in the Government
Digital Service (GDS) delivery team, told the
ITU Live panel.

It is important for public bodies to know

For an e-commerce website the hard meas-
ure is obvious - sales - but for public sector
sites the equivalent is to look for tasks com-
pleted, Jordan said. “Like how many people
started out on a transaction to renew car tax
and completed it: that's analogous to buying a
pair of shoes.”

Nick Breeze, senior customer insight man-
ager at the GDS, said the importance of
online task completion is that otherwise “they
may need to pick up the phone, which is very
costly”.

One method the GDS has used to measure
task completion, alongside more established
methods such as live user testing, is to issue
tracking software to larger numbers of people
which can monitor their web use at home and
report on what keystrokes they make, where
they go and how long it takes to complete a
task.

“One of the reasons we started to use it are
the sheer cost efficiencies. We're tracking
1,600 users, which is costing us a fraction of
what it would face-to-face,” Breeze said.

However, the most valuable insights come
from combining different kinds of data, such
as tying together what people say in online
surveys with what they are actually did, said
Alex Henry, online segmentation and person-
alisation expert at Adobe UK. So if someone
reports a poor experience with a form, and
then you can see they spend 10 minutes on
page 4 of that form, you know where the
improvements are needed.

Even more sophisticated data matching is
needed to track the correlations between
website use and call centre use, Henry said.
“You could just look at the raw data and say
‘Here are my call centre numbers, here's the
activity I've done online, now let's compare in
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a few weeks' time to see if my call centres
have gone down'’. Or you can go down to the
level where you're giving web users a tai-
lored phone number for example, once they
get to a certain point in their journey, so that
you can prep the call centre.

“So we have the same identifier in different
data sources to say, ‘Here’s someone who
is online, here’s how they interacted with
the call centre, and here’s the summation of
what happened’. We're seeing a lot of effort
at the moment now where clients are taking
online behaviour, tying it in with online survey
responses and then comparing that with call
centre data to see what'’s going wrong.”

It is also important to combine and consider
many sources of data when designing a
website, said Jordan, including traffic data;
the public body's own business needs, and
another hugely important source of infor-
mation on what questions citizens want
answered: search data.

“In terms of web traffic about 60% comes
from web search: Google, Bing, Yahoo and so
on — by far the biggest portion. So making sure
you'reoptimisedforsearchisreallyimportant.”

There is plenty of good free material on
search engine optimisation out there provided
by Google and others, Jordan said — “just
search for it”. Basically it breaks down into
a research phase and production phase. “So
sayyou'retalking aboutmountains, you should
research the terminology people are actu-
ally using — they might be using peaks rather
than mountains — or you may see there is a
big gap about the Pyrenees where everybody
is writing about the Alps, and then build that
terminology into what you're writing about.”
Other important factors include increasing
your links with social media, he said.

Finally, the panel turned to the controversial
subject of cookies - small ‘strings’ or pieces
of information delivered by a website and
saved locally onto a user's machine to help
determine when the same user is returning,
and tailor the response accordingly.

“There is a lot of misconception about what a
cookie actually contains,” Henry said. “Take

Alex Henry, Online
Segmentation &
Personalisation, Adobe UK

Nick Breeze. Senior Customer
Insight Manager, Government
Digital Service

my mum, for example, who might browse a
leading retailer's website: she’ll then go back
to her web-based email account and, on
the right-hand side, she’'ll see a very similar
object to what she’s just browsed. And her
interpretation of thatis, ‘Oh they were watch-
ing me, | don't like that'.

“But actually, the advert’s always going to be
there, are you happy for it to be more tailored
to you, or would you just want something
generic, and do you really mind? It's still your
choice whether you interact with that advert
or not. Because it's more relevant, people
think the cookie’s reading everything they're
doing, which it absolutely isn't.”

Cookies are useful for government sites
because they add detail to information on
customer journeys, Jordan said. “There's
stuff that analytics can tell you without cook-
ies, but you do lose sight of that anonymised
personal information. To me, the way forward
is around education and transparency about
what you're doing with cookies.”

During the live session, an online poll of view-
ers delivered some interesting results on
whether or not public sector website owners
have already taken action to implement the
EU privacy directive, which stipulates that all
UK organisations must obtain consent from
their website users to place cookies on their
computers by May 2012.

Only around 8% of respondents said they
already had new cookie policies, while 46%
said they had not yet, but intended to in 2012,
and the same number said they were waiting
for further advice from the UK government
before taking action.

So while all respondents accepted that some
kind of action is bound to be needed, many
are still waiting for clear guidance on cook-
ies. But with just a few months to go to the
compliance deadline there is not a lot of time
to play with: cookies are now a hot topic.
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